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Abstract 
 
This project examines the perception of women in rural India and to what extent it affects their 
empowerment and participation in the development process. The first chapter is an investigation of 
the perception of women in rural India by the Indian society, who face many difficulties and 
challenges in regard to their living conditions. The second part focuses on the developmental aspect 
of the problem statement, and deals with how the perception of women has an influence in the 
development process, with main focus on the empowerment of the women living in rural India. This 
is supported by various sources, however mainly done by the theoretical framework of the project 
and the first hand interviews conducted with women living in rural India. Firstly, it becomes clear 
that women are regarded inferior to men in society due to the patriarchal system, which places men 
above women. The male dominated society leads to discrimination and thus symbolically violates 
the women, which the women eventually submit to. Furthermore, the analysis shows that the 
perception of women as a secondary citizen in the society, leads to a weakening of their social 
status, consequently disempowering them and affecting the development of the country.  
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Introduction 
1.1 Project Motivation 
Throughout our studies, we have worked under the general theme of ‘International Development 
Studies’. This semester we have chosen to deal with women’s position in a developing country due 
to the high rate of immobilization of women in the world and specifically in developing countries. 
In our case study, we would like to emphasize on a particular country that is in focus today, due to 
the problematic and inopportune issues in their society. The fact that all the members of the group 
have different ethnic backgrounds from South Asia, where the issue of gender is very severe, was 
the primary reason that motivated us to carry out the following case. The chosen location of the 
project is India, due to the perception of women in the Indian society, which has resulted in the poor 
record for women’s rights and lack of women’s participation in the country (Jha 2009). A 
horrifying case occurring in Delhi recently was the determinate lead for the group to go towards the 
role and perception of women in India. On December 16th 2012, a young 23-year-old woman was 
victimized by a gang rape. The young student was severely beaten, raped and thrown out of a 
moving bus. This tragedy resulted in the loss of her life (Jones 2012). In continuation to this, the 
group agreed on having a focus on women. Additionally, a further motivation to explore this case 
was the diminutive focus that the media has given to the issue of women empowerment in India. 
The strict and severe condition of Indian women is not being conveyed globally, thus suggesting 
that the issue is not as critical. Since India is one of the fastest developing nations, it is interesting to 
see that it is also one of the countries with highest gender gap. However, the issue of gender gap is 
rarely a center of attention. 
 
The intention of carrying out this research is to understand the status of women in Indian society 
and to investigate to what extent they are empowered. Accordingly, we want to discover to what 
extent the view upon women has a role in their participation in society and thereby their 
contribution to the developmental process of the country. Moreover, it raises a question to what 
degree the women are being dominated, since research has proved that their rights are severely 
being violated as a result of how they are observed. 
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1.2 Problem Area 
Development has mostly been associated with economic development consisting largely of national 
income and its growth; however, in recent times, the definition of development has undertaken a 
shift from focusing on economic development to human development (Burnell, Randal & Rakner 
2011: 341). Human development is defined as the process of enlarging people’s choices; the most 
critical ones are to lead a long and healthy life, to be educated and to enjoy a decent standard of 
living. Additional choices include political freedom, guaranteed human rights and self-respect 
(UNDP 1990: 10). 
 
Gender inequality prevails all over the world in some way or another. Majority of developed 
European countries have less gender inequality. The situation and society are different to women in 
different countries due to their cultural, social environment, economic and political situations. 
Comparatively women in developing countries, face more challenges in terms of political, 
economic and social freedom. Keeping in mind the old and new definitions of development, one 
can argue that India, which is one of the oldest civilizations and one of the largest democracies in 
the world, is growing economically. Although, recent data suggests that India is developing 
immensely in terms of economic development but there is a vast difference between the rural and 
the urban economy, social life and living standards in India. According to the 2011 Provisional 
Population statistics of The Indian Census, 68.84% of the Indian population resides in rural parts of 
the country, whereas the remaining 31.16% live in the urban areas. The divide between urban and 
rural India is widening; rural India has high poverty rate, it is less industrialized and several socio-
economic problems prevail such as unemployment, high illiteracy rates, etc (Hnatkovska & Lahiri 
2013). 
 
According to the recent Human Development Report (UN 2013) gender inequality in India is 
deteriorating after Afghanistan (Times of India 2013). It is also the 4th worst place for women (The 
Guardian 2011). Total female literacy rate in India is 65.46 percent but the educated women rarely 
belong to rural India (Census 2011). Women in rural areas perform the domestic part of the daily 
work but majority of women also work in the field of agriculture. Around 75 percent of women in 
rural areas are engaged in agriculture or agriculture related work (Kumar & Pandey 2012). Apart 
from that women of the rural area are not involved in any other kind of developmental work. 
Agriculture is an unpaid or low paid job and it hardly helps women to be empowered. Women in 
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the rural India are further socially discriminated, seen as secondary citizens and are excluded from 
the labor market. Culturally, women are a symbol of honor and since India is a patriarchal country 
the women seldom get empowered equally as men. Illiteracy is high in rural India (Kumar & 
Pandey 2012); therefore, the society does not necessarily encourage women empowerment and 
gender equality. In this project, it will be investigated how the women in rural India are perceived 
affecting their empowerment and how it prevents them from participating in any kind of 
developmental work. 
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1.3 Problem Formulation 
How has the perception of women in rural India influenced their participation in the development 
process?  
 
1.4 Working Questions  
1. What is the perception towards women in rural India? 
2. How does the perception of women affect the development process? 
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1.4 Project Design 
In an attempt to analyze and answer the problem formulation, a theoretical framework will be laid 
out to base the research on. First of all, we will use Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic violence, 
which elaborates upon the relationship between the dominant and the dominated in terms of 
symbolic power. The theory will be utilized with the purpose of giving an understanding to the 
perception of women in rural India. Secondly the theory of Naila Kabeer discusses the process of 
empowerment and the challenges of measuring empowerment. This theory will be used to explore, 
how the perception of women in rural India affect their empowerment and what are the challenges 
that need to be considered when measuring their empowerment.  
 
-       The first chapter investigates the first working question by examining the perception of 
women in rural India by society and how women perceive themselves as secondary citizens. 
Examining the concept of symbolic violence by Pierre Bourdieu has predominantly done this.  
  
-       The second chapter, which concerns the second working question, attempts to answer how the 
perception of women affects the development process of India. Naila Kabeer’s theory of 
empowerment contributes in this chapter by describing the decision making of the women and what 
concepts are relevant in terms of defining their empowerment.  
 
Finally, the results from the research will be summarized and a conclusion will be generated based 
on the findings.  
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1.5 Delimitations 
This project focuses on the perception of women to see how it affects their empowerment. Thus, the 
project is gender specific. The focus group is women in rural India because of their extreme 
situations in terms of work, status and empowerment. Since, the project describes the perception of 
women from the beginning of her life; there is no limitation age wise. 
  
The project revolves around the dominated group of the society, thus women. Women are 
dominated groups in many other countries of the world but the project is based in India the motive 
for which is mentioned in the contextualization chapter. The project further concentrates in the rural 
part of India because comparatively the situation of rural areas in India is economically 
impoverished. 
  
The project also has some methodological delimitation, such as the use of semi- structured 
interviews to gather as much information as possible by providing the interviewee with flexibility. 
Another limitation in the project is that the interviews collected were originally in Hindi and 
Kannada and then translated into English. The required information from the interviews is quoted in 
the analyses and the whole interview is placed in the appendix to avoid confusion.  
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2. Methodology 
2.1 Epistemology  
Alan Bryman defines epistemology as, “what is (or should be) regarded as acceptable knowledge 
in a discipline” (Bryman 2008: 4). Epistemology is the study of knowledge and acceptable belief 
and deals with the creation and dissemination of knowledge in certain domains of an investigation 
(Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 2005). The epistemological stance of this project is 
interpretivism. Interpretivism is a concept in contrast to positivism. The term puts focus on the 
subject matter of the social sciences and emphasizes that people and their institutions differentiate 
from natural sciences and therefore the logic within this research procedure distinguishes the 
humans and natural order (Bryman 2008: 15). Bryman further states that interpretivism is “an 
epistemological position that requires the social scientists to grasp the subjective meaning of social 
action” (Bryman 2008: 694). Interpretivism focuses on finding the reason for social action by the 
observation of human action and thereby an interpretation of these actions. Therefore, we have 
interpreted the theories and applied them in a new context in order to fit the case study. 
Hermeneutics is a term presented within interpretivism and focuses on the theory and method of 
interpreting the human action and thereby understand the action rather than explaining it (Bryman 
2008: 15). In this context, we used our prior knowledge about women’s circumstances in India to 
derive a problem statement, whereby relevant theories have been utilized to be interpreted, in order 
to understand the situation of women in rural India. Using the concepts behind interpretivism we 
use Bourdieu and Kabeer’s theories, to not only explain, but also understand both the perception of 
women in rural India and further to what extend the perception of these women have an affect on 
the development process in India. 
 
2.2 Ontology 
The ontological stance of this project is Constructionism. “Constructionism is an ontological 
position that asserts that social phenomena and their meanings are continually being accomplished 
by social actors. It implies that social phenomena and categories are not only procedure through 
social interaction but that they are in a constant state of revision” (Bryman 2008: 19). This 
particular stance gives the researcher the freedom to create their own perception of reality and a 
better understanding of the social world. Constructionism entails that knowledge is in a constant 
state of revision and can be revised and updated. Therefore in this project, the constructionist 
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stance based on Bourdieu’s and Kabeer’s concept has constructed the understanding of the theories 
and concepts, which has been analyzed in the analysis chapter. 
 
2.3 Deduction  
In order to reach to a conclusion for the problem formulation, this project follows the deductive 
approach. The deductive approach is a strategic approach with the aim of explaining the 
relationship between theory and research. Simply stated deduction is the procedure of data 
gathering based on theory and hypothesis (Bryman 2008: 9). The process of deduction starts out 
with a theory, which then specifies the hypothesis. However, in this project the approach does not 
take ground on a grand theory but merely use the prior knowledge the researchers have in the actual 
domain. Based on the prior knowledge the hypothesis is then deduced. The next step in the research 
process is to present the concepts embedded in the hypothesis and further translate them into 
researchable entities. Therefore, it is important to clarify how the data is collected in regard to the 
concepts that make up the hypothesis. The following step consists of the inspection of the 
hypothesis in order to test whether the empirical findings can confirm or reject the hypothesis 
(Bryman 2008: 9). 
 
In order to translate the hypothesis into operational positions, the data collection will be based on 
the chosen topic, which is the perception of women in India and then contextualize the issue with 
the theories in the fields of sociology and development. By the usage of the empirical findings and 
an intensive analysis of the case, it can then be determined whether the hypothesis is confirmed or 
rejected and a conclusion can be stated. Based on the previous knowledge of the researchers, the 
hypothesis was formulated as, the perception of women in rural India disempowers them and 
hinders their participation in the development process. 
 
2.4 Research Strategy 
In continuation with the deductive approach of the project, it seems natural that the data collection 
of the project would go hand in hand with the quantitative research data and only have a basis on 
the quantitative research, as it is stated that deduction is commonly related with the quantitative 
research (Bryman 2008: 10). In addition to this, the quantitative research and the deductive 
approach is part of the same strategy and positioning (Bryman 2008: 22). However, in the following 
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project, the research strategy will not subscribe to the quantitative research. With the quantitative 
research strategy, the researcher’s main focus will be on measurements and statistical data (Bryman 
2008: 313). Contrary to this, the qualitative research strategy emphasizes words and meanings 
rather than quantification and explores the human behavior (Bryman 2008: 375). In this context, the 
following project has a great basis on human behaviour, lifestyle, culture, power relation and 
society, which are a fragmentation of the qualitative research strategy (Bryman 2008: 375). In this 
regard, the qualitative research strategy seemed ordinary for the following project due to 
importance to words and meanings rather than quantitative data. In the process of the qualitative 
strategy, the data collection deals with books, interviews, documents, articles and previously 
conducted research, in order to analyse the perception towards women and the affect of it in India. 
The use of the chosen research becomes visible, specially, by the use of the first-hand interviews, 
which has assisted in a closer understanding of women’s perception in India. In addition to this, the 
qualitative strategy has contributed in getting a comprehensive understanding of the societal 
circumstances in rural India. Hereby, the deductive approach has assisted in constructing a 
connection between the theory, the research strategy and the empirical data, which has provided a 
comprehension of the circumstances in rural India. Furthermore, there are advantages of using the 
qualitative research strategy as it assist in improving the data collection in order to reach to a 
conclusion of the problem formulation. 
 
2.5 Case Study 
A case study requires a detailed and intensive analysis of a specific case. “The most common use of 
the term ‘case’ associates the case study with a location, such as a community or organization. The 
emphasis tends to be upon an intensive examination of the setting” (Bryman 2008: 53). In this 
project, the study of a location is rural India, where the intensive analysis has examined the rural 
women’s role in economic development and has investigated the extent to which they are 
empowered. Since the essence of a case study is the intensive examination of a particular setting, 
the whole project in itself is a case study as it focuses on a specific country, India. To further 
narrow it down, it is a critical case. According to Bryman, a critical case enables the researcher, 
who has a well developed theory, to choose a case on the ground that it will allow a better 
understanding of the circumstances in which the hypothesis will and will not hold (Bryman 2008: 
55). The theoretical foundation based on Kabeer’s concept of empowerment and Bourdieu’s theory 
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of symbolic violence enabled the researchers to understand the circumstances, in this context the 
patriarchal society of India, to test our hypothesis which states that the perception of women in rural 
India disempowers women. Therefore, these components make the project a critical case and will 
help intensively examine the empowerment process of women in rural India and the role their 
perception in the society plays in their empowerment process to take part in development work.  
 
2.6 Data Collection 
The data collection for this project is based on the primary and secondary data collected through 
interviews, journals, reports, articles and books. The primary data is collected from interviews of 
three Indian women from the rural part of India, which is focused in the project. Also there is one 
interview of Mrs G. Suchitra Rao who has worked in NGOs (Non-Governmental Organizations) 
that works for women empowerment in India. Since, she has the experience of 20 years in the field 
of women empowerment from groundwork to the legislative work; it has provided the project the 
necessary information from a perspective of an expert. 
 
Due to the lack of resources and time, the group members were unable to go to India and collect the 
data by fieldwork. Therefore, we established some contacts in India through email and phone to get 
the interviews done and the final interviews were obtained via email. The interviews are semi-
structured, more close to unstructured because this kind of interviews allows the interviewee to be 
flexible and explain the answer in more detail. Primary data such as the interview of the women in 
rural India is important for the project to get detailed explanation from the women; they gave their 
own understanding of empowerment and described to us if they were really empowered and 
independent. We wanted to look into their perception of themselves. Also we wanted to know how 
they feel about their status in society, which was only possible through the interviews. 
 
Secondary data has been collected through journals by several authors and researchers including 
some Indian researchers such as Reena Kumari and Aviral Panday; they both are researcher and 
scholar at Banaras Hindu University, Varanasi. The journal by Femida Handy and Meenaz Kassam 
has also been used. Also reports commissioned by the World Bank related to gender development 
have been used to collect data. Government of India’s report on Health and Family Welfare 
provided the project with the situation of women in rural India in terms of their health care, 
decision-making and family life. Organizations like UNFPA conduct research as a part of their 
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activities and gather the required statistics, thus, we have used the statistics from them in order to 
analyze it and answer the problem formulation. Apart from this, interviews have been collected 
from the secondary data as well. Some of the interviews of men from rural India and activist Kamla 
Bhasin collected by the Television show Satyamev Jayate has been collected through the Starplus’s 
Youtube channel. The interviews were collected by the show to understand the perspective of men 
towards women in terms of domination. Thus, it has been beneficial for the project to see what men 
think about dominating the women in their lives.  
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3. Theoretical Framework  
The focus of the project is the empowerment process of women in rural areas of India and how their 
status in society or how they are perceived in the society plays a role in the empowerment process 
to take part in development work. Therefore, in the theoretical part, symbolic violence by Pierre 
Bourdieu and the theory of empowerment by Naila Kabeer has been presented. The theories have 
formed the base of the argument that has been further discussed in the analyses chapter. Symbolic 
violence is a sociological concept whereas, the theory of empowerment is more cultural and 
economical development related. Since the focus of the project consists of social as well as 
developmental angle, both the theories easily complement each other. After combination of the 
whole theoretical framework, it gives the understanding of the role of society in the empowerment 
process of women. Therefore, a theoretical structure is formed to be able to relate it to the situation 
of women in rural India. In the chapter below, the theories have been described in depth, which will 
later be connected to the data collected in order to reach a valid conclusion.  
 
3.1 Symbolic Power 
The concept of symbolic violence and symbolic power originates from Bourdieu’s theory of 
habitus. “Habitus is a set of dispositions which incline agents to act and react in certain ways” 
(Bourdieu 1991: 12). It gives agents, ‘le sans pratique’, a ‘practical sense’ a sense of how to act 
and react in their daily lives and provides them with a perception of their surroundings (Bourdieu 
1991). Moreover, habitus is considered a ‘bodily hexis’, a state of body rather than a state of my 
mind. “Bodily hexis is political methodology realized, em-bodied, turned in to a permanent 
disposition, a durable way of standing, speaking, walking, and thereby of feeling and thinking” 
(Bourdieu 1991: 13). The state of mind takes the shape of a permanent disposition which leads the 
body to act and behave in a certain way which seems natural and common to a person, ‘le sans 
pratique’, a practical sense. However, Bourdieu states that when individuals act in a certain manner, 
they do so in a specific context and setting. Emphasizing on the relation between the habitus and the 
specific social context Bourdieu claims, “[...] symbolic power does not reside in ‘symbolic systems’ 
in the form of an ‘illocutionary force’ but that it is defined in and through a given relation between 
those who exercise power and those who submit to it, i.e. in the very structure of the field in which 
belief is produced and reproduced” (Bourdieu 1991). Certain perceptions and actions are, therefore, 
not a direct product of habitus but rather a product of the relation between the habitus and the 
specific social context or ‘fields’. Bourdieu explains the relationship between the dispositions of an 
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individual’s body and the relationship the dominant has with the dominated in terms of symbolic 
power. Symbolic power is one of the many fields Bourdieu explores in his work, i.e. social capital. 
Symbolic power is an instrument of domination and that invisible power which can be exercised 
only with the complicity of those who do not want to know that they are subject to it or even that 
they themselves exercise it (Bourdieu 1991: 165-166). It permits the holder to craft his/her own 
version of reality to create order in the society.  
 
Bourdieu further elaborates the dynamics of symbolic power by explaining the power structure in 
terms of the dominant and the dominated. Usually the dominant class has the symbolic power to 
dominate because of their symbolic capital of honor, prestige and pride (Bourdieu 1991). “The 
dominant culture contributes to the real integration of the dominant class; it also contributes to the 
fictitious integration of society as a whole, and thus to the apathy (false consciousness) of the 
dominated classes; and finally it contributes to the legitimation of the established order by 
establishing distinctions (hierarchies) and legitimating these distinctions” (Bourdieu 1991: 167). 
Thus the agents possessing symbolic power, the dominants, exercise it on the agents with low or 
less symbolic power, the dominated, to create their own version of the reality and establish order in 
the society; they do so by the help of symbolic violence. “Symbolic violence according to Bourdieu 
is the imposition of systems of symbolism and meaning (i.e. cultures) upon groups or classes in such 
a way that they are experienced as legitimate” (Jenkins 2002: 104).  
 
Symbolic violence is an outcome of symbolic power. It is a process that forces power and 
domination upon group in such a way that the dominated does not feel it; it is invisible. “The 
dominated apply categories constructed from the point of view of the dominant to the relations of 
domination, thus making it appear as natural” (Bourdieu 2001: 35). Symbolic violence seems 
legitimate and just to the oppressed. The power relation between the dominant and the dominated is 
constructed in such a way that the dominated takes this invisible violence unknowingly and in a 
natural way. Therefore, symbolic violence contributes to construct and maintain the culture of 
dominance, which leads to hierarchy and balances the hierarchal structure in the society. Since the 
dominant class possesses power in a society; the established order is legitimized by them, thus 
creating false consciousness of the dominated class. In other words, the dominant class imposes 
their own perception of reality and establishes an order in a society through the invisible force, 
symbolic violence, to which the dominated class surrenders unknowingly, in a natural way. 
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However, when the dominated class tries to change the power structure in that particular society, 
the dominant class keeps the power structure intact by using symbolic violence. The one who is 
being dominated is subjected to a violence that is so subtle that he/she cannot be aware of in his/her 
conscious mind. The dominated starts to submit to the unconscious violence along with all the 
unbiased/unequal treatment. This changes the perception of the one who is oppressed; he/she sees 
the treatment through the perception of the oppressor, which makes the domination acceptable. It 
divides the society or field into two groups, the dominant and the dominated. 
 
In this project, it is the power relation in terms of gender that forms the two groups, oppressor 
(males/society) and the oppressed (female). The biological or sexual division of labor had formed 
the basis for gender differences that later resulted into social gender inequality that finally led to 
patriarchy. It is due to patriarchal system that women hold lower social status than men, which has 
resulted into gender based social hierarchy (Bourdieu 2001: 23). Societal norms are created 
differently for men and women to maintain the hierarchy in the society. 
 
In terms of work division, men and women have different duties assigned. Men have a higher post 
in it as well; they are assigned to do all the external works that are official, higher and respectable 
as well as discontinuous jobs such as dangerous posts in war for a country. Whereas, women are 
assigned to the internal, damp, low and continuous domestic labor. According to the author, women 
are assigned to private, camouflaged kind of labor whereas men get the opportunity to show off. 
Women are involved in family and childcare. Some external works that women are involved in are 
extremely tiresome and include dirt jobs such as fetching water and wood, cutting grass and 
delivering milk. This division is based on the lower status of women in the society thus it is 
unequal. Such division is a type of symbolic violence subjected towards women. Although it is not 
physical violence but this division is violating the rights of women since it is uneven. The division 
of labor is affected by the power relation in the society created due to the hierarchal division of 
gender. This will be further analyzed in the analysis chapter. 
 
Focusing particularly on masculine domination and gender division through historical times, 
Bourdieu has referred to three agents, family, church/religion and the state. Family is the first agent 
that plays an important role in reproducing masculine domination. It is the earliest experience of a 
child in terms of gender division and division of labor (Bourdieu, 2001). Also upbringing plays a 
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crucial role. The behavior pattern and norms are introduced to girls and boys differently. Even the 
toys given to girls are different from the ones given to boys. This clearly divides the children and 
more specifically, children are introduced to sexual division that affects their identity formation. 
Bourdieu also argues that church or religion plays a significant role in reproducing masculine 
domination. It has authorized a pessimistic vision of women and womanhood; women were 
responsible for moral degradation and therefore deserving to suffer to recompense all the sins of the 
world (Bourdieu 2001).  
 
This pessimistic view was the foundation of patriarchy, which lowered the status of women in a 
family as well as society. Church/religion being the most influential and powerful made people 
follow it blindly and therefore, this perception towards women created by a powerful agent led to 
women feeling dissatisfied about themselves; their body, behavior and image. They create their 
perception based on the other powerful force and that is the patriarchal society. This perception of 
the society and of their own towards themselves leads them to submit to every biased treatment and 
domination. They self discriminate themselves and position themselves lower in the society. 
Women discriminate themselves unconsciously and thus, as the author says that this is not the fault 
of the women because women discriminate themselves due to the dominating perception that the 
society has towards them. The society or the church has the power to influence people's perceptions 
and opinions. In the power hierarchy, society/church is above everyone and this authority gives the 
power to men and places women below men. Women become submissive towards all the symbolic 
violence they are subjected to but they rarely realize that this is violating their rights. They doubt 
their capability, knowledge and appearance. Thus, the men hold the dominant position in the family 
and the society. 
 
Symbolic violence is soft and silence oppression and women submit to it involuntarily. Bourdieu 
explains that masculine domination and feminine submissiveness can be described as spontaneous 
and extorted and to understand this one needs to “take account of durable effects that the social 
order exerts on women” (Bourdieu 2001: 38). “Symbolic force is a form of power that is exerted on 
bodies, directly and as if by magic, without any physical constraint; but this magic works only on 
the basis of the dispositions deposited, like springs, at the deepest level of the body”(Bourdieu 
2001: 38). Bourdieu says that small amount of energy used on one end of a spring affects the whole 
spring. He relates this mechanism to symbolic force, which is deposited, and when it is enforced, 
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the whole group is affected in the society. It is the magic that is triggered between the oppressor and 
the oppressed to which the oppressed unwillingly or unknowingly submits and often dominates 
himself/herself. It is seen in several bodily actions and emotions of the oppressed, such as 
clumsiness, trembling, shame, and guilt. This leads them to position the oppressor in the dominant 
position above themselves. 
 
It is not always unconscious; sometimes it might result to anger and realization to the oppressed. 
But due to the engraved idea or system of patriarchy and dominant position held by the men since 
historical times, this realization does not solve the problem of symbolic violence. Symbolic 
violence is invisible violence, therefore it is not physical but it might lead to physical violence. 
When the oppressed realizes symbolic violence, she might rebel against it and to maintain the 
hierarchy or the dominant position the oppressor might use physical violence. After the physical 
violence, the oppressed reinstates the symbolic force. In case of this project, men being the 
dominant group, it is their duty to exercise power on women and maintain their higher position for 
the sake of honor in the society. In case of the project, it will be analyzed on how this symbolic 
violence led society perceive women as a secondary citizen, gives them low status and finally how 
this perception affects empowerment and development work. 
 
3.2 Empowerment 
Naila Kabeer is a professor of Development Studies at the School of Oriental and African studies 
and at the Gender Institute at the London School of Economics. She is a socio-economist with an 
interest of doing research in the field of poverty, gender, population, economics and households. 
Kabeer has published several, books, articles and projects. She is specially known for her work 
done on Women’s Empowerment (Kabeer 1999: 464). In her study “Reflections on the 
measurement of Women’s Empowerment”, Kabeer attempts to give a comprehensive understanding 
of Women’s Empowerment, which will have a great basis in the following 
project.  Disempowerment has ground foundations in the term of empowerment in the sense that it 
is believed to be associated closely to each other. Empowerment is believed to be the process in 
which those who have been disempowered and denied the ability to make choice, search for 
empowerment and demand the ability to choice making, and accordingly change the process. In this 
sense, Kabeer emphasizes that empowerment is not held by everyone who make their own choices 
on their lives and are powerful for the reason that they have not been disempowered.  
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The term ‘choice’ has a crucial role when discussing empowerment. The notion ‘choice’ is 
characterized to have alternatives in a sense that when there is choice there are options to choose 
from. In relation to this, power is logically bound to disempowerment, due to the lack of means and 
resources it rules out the ability to make important choices. However, when talking about choice 
making the importance of choices differs, which implies that it is not all choices that are relevant to 
the notion of power. Some choices are significant in the consequences within people’s lives, which 
makes them a first-order choice. These first-order choices can be defined as choices in livelihood, 
the choice of getting married or not or whether or not to have children. The first-order choices are 
therefore, considered to frame what is regarded as second-order choices, which are less significant 
choices. Second-order choices may be crucial for the quality of one’s life. Accordingly, the 
expansion of people’s ability to make a strategic life choice is of great matter within empowerment 
as this has earlier been denied to them (Kabeer 1999: 437). Malhotra, Schuler and Boender, who 
have done a research on measuring women’s empowerment, highlight that there are various 
attempts and opinions in the sense of attaining a complete understanding of the term 
‘empowerment’. This is due to the reason of the term’s tendency of differing dependent on the 
agenda and orientation of the author. There is a great consensus between Kabeer’s understanding of 
‘choice’ and that of Malhotra, Schuler and Boender (Malhotra, Schuler & Boender 2002: 8). In this 
regard, Kabeer emphasizes the ability of exercising choice is categorized in three interrelated 
dimensions; resources, agency and achievements.  
 
Resource is not considered as a resource in its grand definition, it is referred to human and social 
resources, such as social relationships that construct society around one (family, market, 
community), which contributes in developing the ability in exercising a choice. These resources are 
the source to the rules and norms within society that govern the distribution of resources. The rules 
and norms give authority to some actors in society to regulate the principles, to state priorities and 
thereby define what is right. This is referred to heads of household, tribe leaders or elites who have 
a determining role within a community as the decision-making authority due to their position in 
society (Kabeer 1999: 437).   
 
Then there is the second dimension of power, which is the process to pursue one’s goal. It is the 
process of having a goal and act upon it. Agency is about the processes of decision-making, 
however agency also includes the meaning, motivation and purpose to an activity a human being 
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engages in (Kabeer 1999: 437). In this sense, Malhotra, Schuler and Boender mention in their 
study, “The second component, agency, is at the heart of many conceptualization of empowerment. 
Human agency is a central concept in A. Sen’s (1991) characterization of development as the 
process of removing various types of “unfreedoms” that constrain individual choice and 
agency” (Malhotra, Schuler & Boender 2002: 9).  
  
Agency is divided into having both positive and negative meanings when discussing power. 
Positive agency comes into action when people have the ‘power to’ make their own choices in life 
and achieve their own goals, also when being criticized by others. Then there is the negative 
practice of agency which is visible when an actor over-rides the agency of others, which means that 
they have the ‘power over’ other actors by using both physical and mental violence. However 
power is not only practiced by explicit agency. Norms and regulations within a society have the 
capacity to govern social behavior, which results in that some outcomes are repeated in the absence 
of agency, which means that they are repeated without any use of power. An example of this could 
be arranged marriage in South Asia; their culture gives the parents the authority for choosing the 
partners for their children, which is an accepted fact within the culture. As this gives the parents 
right to make this decision it is not experienced as using any form of power, unless the authority is 
questioned.  
 
Resources and agency together form capabilities, which means the capabilities people have for 
choosing to live, as they want and the possibility of ‘being and doing’. When considering the 
achievement of ways of ‘being and doing’, failure is also likely in terms of being lazy, incompetent 
or individual priorities. The failure of achieving can lead to disempowerment, because the failure of 
achieving a goal reflects upon the restricted ability to choose (Kabeer 1999: 438). In continuation to 
Kabeer’s idea of resources and agency within empowerment, Malhotra, Schuler and Boender stress 
that resources and agency are the essence to understand the process of empowerment and verifies 
Kabeer’s notion of capabilities (Malhotra, Schuler & Boender 2002: 8). 
 
When considering ‘achievements’ in the measurements of empowerment, inequality has a decisive 
role, as this affects people’s capacity to make a choice. Measuring empowerment is a challenge in 
this part as it is unlikely to experience that all people give value to the same ways of ‘being and 
doing’. Gender differences also mean different preferences in achievements. Therefore as a result to 
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the problem of measuring empowerment, universally-valued functionings are put in focus, which 
include the basic needs of a human being regardless of context, such as shelter, good health and 
proper nourishment. Accordingly, if gender differences occur in these basic functioning 
achievements, then obvious inequality is taking place. However, it is not unlikely that inequality in 
basic human needs occur, this is linked to poverty. Kabeer states that even when these necessities 
are provided, other factors such as the decision making power are denied to them due to social 
restriction within their society as a result of man domination. Therefore it can be stated that poverty 
is not the only reason for women’s disempowerment, social restrictions play a crucial role as well 
(Kabeer 1999: 439).  
  
However another problem in this case is the equation between power and choice, and the fact that 
women choose to perceive themselves as lesser value than men and which results in inequality. This 
kind of behavior can have consequences for the well being of not only the women themselves but 
other female members in the family, as they start to accept themselves as secondary citizen to men, 
and accept violence practiced by their husbands and in general prefer their husband's well being 
rather than their own and put in focus how the man should be satisfied. In this way women 
undermine their own well being in favor of men. Another fact worth mentioning is that in these 
societies where women puts themselves in less value, both men and women acknowledge gender 
inequalities, however it is perceived as being normal and not as unjust, as it has been naturalized. 
Women accept this without questioning the social order. Having said this, power relations are 
expressed through what choices people make and not only through agency and choice. Therefore 
power is not only operated through the restrictions on people’s ability to make a choice, but also 
how they want to make a choice due to preferences and values (Kabeer 1999: 440). When 
measuring empowerment it is important to look at the context of the situation, because behaviors 
and attributes that indicate empowerment in one society often mean something else in a different 
place. One has to understand the socio-cultural contexts in a society where development takes 
place. A given example to this statement is in rural Bangladesh, if there is a change in a woman’s 
ability to go visit a heath center without the permission of her husband this would be regarded as a 
sign of empowerment, however this case would be perceived differently in a Western country. 
Therefore behaviors and attributes in different contexts make it a challenge to measure 
empowerment, and therefore it is important to be context-specific (Malhotra, Schuler & Boender 
2002: 17). 
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This project has groundwork and a main focus on women’s perception in rural India. In relation to 
the focus, the stated hypothesis is that the perception of women in rural India disempowers them 
and hinders the development process. The women’s disempowerment obstructs them in many 
aspects. The fact that they do not have the control of their own lives and that the ability of making a 
choice is denied to them, disempowers them according to Kabeer. Additionally, this hinders them in 
the educational field and further getting a job outside their house. Accordingly, this effects their 
economical situation, their social standings and both physical and mental health. By analyzing the 
empowerment process Kabeer elaborated upon, one can get an understanding of what situation 
women are in, in rural India. The process of making a choice is clarified in terms of what affects the 
resources have. In the case of women in India, the concept of ‘resource’ is very relevant, as it is 
described as human and social resources, such as social relationships that has an influence on ones 
decision making. The community and the family around the women, which are considered as the 
resources are the source to the rules and norms within the society, which further distributes the 
power. The male population holds the power, and therefore the negative practice of agency is 
exercised on women and thus there is a failure in their capability to achieve their goal, as they 
cannot make a choice themselves. However there are some challenges in measuring how 
empowered the women are, because one has to consider what social context they are in, and another 
fact is that women themselves tend to consider themselves as subordinate to men and therefore they 
accept the domination. These are some of the issues the project will discuss and will be analyzed 
further in the analyses chapter.  
 
3.3 Theoretical Context 
Bourdieu’s theory of ‘symbolic violence’ and Kabeer’s theory of ‘empowerment’ balances the 
theoretical framework by bringing a sociological and developmental perspective respectively, 
making the theoretical framework unique. While symbolic violence explains how women are 
perceived and sheds light on the power structure in the society, empowerment on the other hand 
elaborates, step by step, the process of empowerment in terms of not only economic but cultural 
development too.  
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The diagram above illustrates how the theory of empowerment by Kabeer compliments the theory 
of symbolic violence by Bourdieu. Kabeer’s step by step process, which, if followed, results in 
empowerment; however, the theory of symbolic violence by Bourdieu highlights the difficulties in 
measuring empowerment, leading to disempowerment. Power is an important component in both 
the theories, but incorporated in different ways; Kabeer bases empowerment on power to make 
choices, whereas Bourdieu talks about power in terms of the relationship between the dominant (the 
ones holding power) and the dominated (the ones with no power). As depicted in the diagram 
above, in order to be empowered, women should have the power to make choices. To posses the 
power to make choices, women should be able to make decisions and be part of the decision 
making process. If they are unable to do so, disempowerment takes place. Power relations in the 
habitus of where the women reside in are also crucial to measuring empowerment, if women belong 
to the dominated class, they are more likely to be disempowered since, as mentioned earlier, 
Bourdieu states that the dominant class hold the power over resources and symbolically violate the 
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dominated class who unknowingly accept their status as inferior to the dominant class.  
Therefore, both the theories combined in the theoretical framework provide us with two 
perspectives to approach our problem formulation with; symbolic violence, by focusing on the 
social relations and structure of the society and empowerment; by explaining the process of 
empowerment and taking social situation in to consideration as a part of it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 4. Contextualization 
4.1 Contextualizing India 
India, located in South Asia is one of the fastest developing countries of the world. It has the 
population of nearly 1.27 billion; 655.8 million male population and 614.4 
population (India online pages 2013). It shares the borders with Bangladesh, Bhutan, Burma, China, 
Nepal and Pakistan (CIA, 2013). It is the largest democracy in the world with parliamentary system 
of Government. The total literacy rate of t
census in 2011. Similarly, the female literacy rate in India is 65.46 percent and male literacy rate is 
82.14 percent (Census 2013). Nearly 80 percent of the country's population lives in the rura
of the country (Census 2013). The socio
of the rural India and therefore, this project focuses the case in the rural area.
 
he Indian population is 74.04 percent according to the last 
-economic situation of urban India is much better than that 
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Two interviewee belong to northern part of India (Haryana) and one of them belong to the southern 
(Karnataka). Secondary data and primary data both support the fact that the situation of women is 
worse in northern part but still patriarchy has affected the southern part. Women in rural North of 
India are dominated severely; female feticide, dowry death, illiteracy of women, child marriage and 
many more such social problems are high there (Arokiasamy & Pradhan, Appendix D). In rural 
South of India, the situation is comparatively better even though domination exists. Patriarchy is 
prevalent and women are oppressed but majority of women are educated and employed. Female 
feticide, dowry issue, child marriage exist but comparatively less (Arokiasamy & Pradhan n.d.). 
Even in the interviews one can see the differences that Jayashree who belongs to rural South of 
India escaped from a dominating marriage and worked to live a better life but Maya and Kaaveri 
both are still living the oppressed life under the high influence of symbolic violence, discussed in 
the analyses chapter. 
 
4.2 Women’s Rights in India 
According to global poll, India has been ranked to be the fourth most dangerous country in the 
world for women (Dhanoa n.d.). This is due to the reason that women in India continuously face 
discrimination and other severe challenges where they become victims of abuse and their rights are 
being violated. In the past sixty years, there have been numerous declarations and treaties 
internationally, which has conferred equal rights on women and men. As an example is the 
Universal Declaration of Human rights, however, the lack of women’s rights is a great challenge in 
India (Dhanoa n.d.). 
Violation of rights towards women in India start from the very beginning of girls live, as girls face 
discrimination from the minute they are born, as the child, since the birth and sometimes before the 
birth, in the form of sex determination tests leads to female infanticide and feticide (Dhanoa n.d.). 
They get exposed to gender differences; in some cruel cases girls are killed after their birth and 
results in that the imperative concept of ‘right to live’ is denied to women. Furthermore, another 
right, which is education, and is considered to be one of the most important human rights, is 
strongly denied to many women in India (Dhanoa n.d.). Education is measured to be a vast part of 
the developmental process of a person’s awareness and personality; however the position of 
women’s education is far from being satisfactory. As a result majority of the uneducated women are 
brought up to believe that a women’s profession is suited only within the households.  
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Another inconvenient fact in India is the violation of women’s political rights, especially women’s 
representation in the parliament and provincial legislation, where they are underrepresented. This 
fact hinders their effective role in the influence of the government initiatives and policies in regard 
to women’s development and welfare. There is male domination in India, where men are assumed 
to be superior to women. Hereby all politics revolves around men where parties give very little 
attention and support to women in elections, in spite of their vocal support. In addition to this, 
women have initiated in political participation, however they have not been accepted and 
implemented within politics (Dhanoa n.d.). Violation of ‘right to employment’ is another severe 
violation towards women in India. Employment of women in, for instance, agriculture and 
traditional industries is in a very fast decline. This fact is due to the reason that women in India, 
who establish a great proportion of the world uneducated, lack of skills and knowledge in order to 
be capable of working in such places, which requires training, skills and knowledge. If women were 
to be employed in the same task as men in India, women are less paid than men. Furthermore, even 
if women are capable of performing the work right, technological changes in industry and 
agriculture are excluding women from the process and prefer men. In this sense, women are labeled 
only to be skilled for certain jobs, which requires ‘female skills’. Thus, the Indian labour market is 
unfavorable and adverse to women workers (Dhanoa n.d.).  
Violation of ‘the right to live with dignity’ is a severe challenge in India. As an example of this 
statement is eve teasing; which is considered as an act of terror and which violates the women’s 
space, self-respect and body. This act is one, among many ways, which thoroughly makes a woman 
feel weak, afraid and inferior. These actions towards women signify a violation of women’s bodily 
integrity and nevertheless a woman as a person. Thus, eve teasing violates a women’s basic right to 
carry herself with dignity and move freely, only because of her gender. This act is very common in 
India and as a result women are not 100 percent safe anywhere, as women get abused everywhere in 
the country (Dhanoa n.d.). In continuation to this, domestic violence is another common act in India 
toward women. Mistreatment by husbands towards their wives is something, which is never 
publically acknowledged. For instance, marriage rape is not recognized as rape in India, due to the 
man ‘owning’ the woman and therefore has the right to do so. Mostly, Indian women try to suppress 
the domestic violence they are exposed to, as they are ashamed of talking about it (Dhanoa n.d.). 
Conclusively, human rights are universal and are those rights, which should be entitled to everyone. 
Hereby the constitution of India has guaranteed the equality of right for women and men. However, 
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in the case of women’s rights in India, there is a great gap between practice and theory. Indian 
women are commonly exposed to discrimination, dishonor and injustice. Shortened said – Violation 
of their human rights (Dhanoa n.d.). 
 
4.3 Perception Towards Women in Rural India 
India is a patriarchal society; especially the rural area in India is comparatively less developed 
economically as well as culturally. Therefore, patriarchy is stronger in the rural parts of the country. 
"Advocates of women’s rights have suggested that among other factors, the socio-structural 
parameters of the ideology of patriarchy serve to constrain and control the thoughts, movements, 
and lives of women. It is arguable that societies that appear to be heavily patriarchal—male-
dominated, male-identified, male-centered—are the ones in which women’s lives are the harshest" 
(Johnson and Johnson 2001). The statement suggests that women in a patriarchal society are 
prevented from making their own decisions, thus the male members of the society, in every field, 
dominate women. One of the most important aspects in life, in India, is how society perceives an 
individual and the family. It is important to keep in mind the social norms of the society. Thus 
patriarchy turns out to be one of the integral social norms based on honor. A person's or a family's 
reputation lies on the society's approval of certain acts and in the same way, society which is based 
on cultural and traditional norm, does not allow women to be independent and free from male 
domination. Women are viewed and treated as inferior to men (Johnson and Johnson 2001).  
 
"Female children are not as highly valued as male children, and females are often viewed as 
economic and social burdens" (Johnson and Johnson 2001). This shows the fact that women are 
discriminated and not preferred from the beginning of their lives in the Indian society. They are 
perceived as economic and social problems, due to the dowry system. Dowry system is the giving 
of property in the form of money, jewelry, land etc to the groom's family in a marriage so that the 
daughter is accepted. Apart from the social discrimination, economy wise a family that lives in a 
rural area already is economically weak. It becomes extremely difficult for the family to prepare a 
dowry for their daughter. This system is based on traditional and societal norms, though it is an 
illegal act. This is another reason why male children are preferred over female children, they bring 
dowry with them when they get married.  The discrimination against girls has also lead to female 
feticide in many parts of India. Due to such practices, men are not being able to find wives because 
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there is a lack of women in many villages, especially in Northern India (Reuters 2011). There are 
927 women for 1000 men in India and particularly some areas such as Haryana has 869 women for 
1000 men (Times of India 2013). This clearly shows that women are totally neglected in the Indian 
society. From the beginning of their lives, women are considered to be a burden; therefore they are 
usually ignored in terms of education and welfare.  
 
Apart from all this, men objectify women in the society. From the ancient times, the Indian society 
see women as the object of pleasure whose sole aim was to pleasure her husband sexually or as a 
servant. The rural India is more conservative compared to the urban India. “Women are seen as 
little more than tools of reproduction. Educated and independent women who assert their 
independence are despised as “loose,” and so must be subdued, including in sexual and violent 
ways” (National Post 2013). Haryana is one particular area in India that is known for its social 
conservatism and discrimination against women. Sex selection, rapes, and honor-based violence are 
the products of social norms against women in Haryana (One 2013). “At 14, what had I seen? I 
never even went to school – parents didn’t send girls to school back then. I came here and my in-
laws said ‘work in the fields,’ so I worked in the fields.” Sushila from Haryana shared this and, 
further she mentioned that her main priority was to get her teenaged daughters married as soon as 
possible. Sushila’s elder daughter, Heena, described what might happen, “If our parents-in-law say 
we can’t continue our studies or get jobs, then we’ll have to listen to them and our dreams will only 
stay a dream,” (One 2013). She further emphasized that girls are blamed for everything that 
happens to them, even in the case of rapes, girls are blamed at and punished by the Khap Panchayat 
(Village authorities). The Khap Panchayat is the village authority that without any legal permission 
makes laws based on social norms and mostly they are based on patriarchy and misogyny. 
Thus the society in rural India views women as social and economic burdens and an object of 
pleasure. They are prevented from getting any kind of education that would free them from 
discrimination and are kept on the domestic side of labor. 
 
4.4 Crimes Against Women in India  
Crime is an action that is practiced commonly against women in India, which makes the concept 
crucial. Police records in the country show the high number of crime incidents against women in 
India. The National Crime Record Bureau reported that the rates of crimes against women in 2010 
were higher than the rate of the population growth in India. The bureau makes sure to mention that 
Page 30 of 68 
 
it is not all crimes that are reported to the police, due to social stigma attached to rape and 
molestation cases, however the number of reported and registered crime against women cases has 
had a dramatic increase in the past years. In 1990 half of the crimes against women reported was 
related to molestation and sexual harassment at workplace practiced by men (iosworld.org n.d.). 
 
India has an exceedingly masculine sex ratio. However today all sorts of medical test that can 
determine the sex of the child is forbidden, because many cases prove that parents have gotten rid 
of unwanted female children before birth. Having said this, female infanticides still occur in India, 
especially in rural areas (iosworld.org n.d.). 
 
Domestic violence is another highly practiced crime in India. The United Nations Population Fund 
Report reveals some crucial facts in regard to women being victims in their own homes. According 
to the report around two-third of married Indian women are victims of domestic violence. 
Consequently 70 percent of married women in the age 15-49 are exposed to beating, rape, or forced 
sex. However the rate of women being exposed to domestic violence does not only include married 
women. In general 55 percent of the women population in India is victims of domestic violence. 
Women being subjected to domestic violence have severe consequences. The number of suicide 
cases due to domestic violence has increased and is still growing (iosworld.org n.d.). 
 
Incest is a concept, which applies to sexual intercourse between close relatives, and is illegal in 
jurisdiction where it takes place in India. This concept is another crime women in India experience. 
Father-daughter incest was one of the common reported types of incest. However today sibling 
incest is the more common incest, where mostly experienced, it is older brothers having sexual 
relations to a younger sibling. Between the years of 2008 to 2009 the rate of incest rape increased 
from 309 cases in 2008 to 404 cases in 2009, which is 30.7 percent (iosworld.org n.d.). Moreover 
rape is the fastest growing crime in India today (Azad India Foundation n.d.).  
 
A study, which has been preceded on violence against women in India, reveals that two-third of the 
women who were surveyed in the study have been experiencing some form of psychological, 
physical or sexual abuse, thereby 42 percent have been exposed to physical beatings or sexual 
assault. Apart from physical abuse the women face abusive language, belittlement, and threats. A 
woman, who was interviewed for the study, stated as following; “He started enjoying drinking and 
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would come home drunk and start beating me. Now I am married for 15 or 16 years and have two 
boys of school going age. And I get beaten up” (Visaria 1999). This woman’s statement informs 
that the beatings, some of the women experience, are a regular action within their homes and a 
practice towards them that they have lived with in many years. As previously mentioned a high 
number of women are victims to such crimes.  
Another decisive concept worth mentioning is the concept of dowry. Dowry is an Indian tradition 
that entails payment in cash or/and kind by the bride’s family to the bridegroom’s family when 
marrying of the bride (Indianchild.com n.d.).  The tradition has given rise to many deaths in India. 
The government in 1961, through legislation, prohibited dowry, however the prohibition was never 
accurately implemented.  Even today women are set on fire or forced to suicide by the husband and 
in-laws, because according to the in-laws, the dowry she has brought with her to the marriage is not 
enough (Pravda.ru 2011). Dowry gives reason for families to consider their daughter as a burden. 
Alongside of this families go bankrupt trying marrying their daughters off. These facts have 
resulted in girls being unwanted. In 2010 it was reported that 8391 women had died due to dowry in 
India, which has been measured to be approximately one death every hour (Varma 2012).  
 
4.5 Women in Development Process  
It has always been argued that active participation of women in the development process does not 
solely empower women but boosts the aggregate economic outcome too. However a question raised 
by many scholars is, to what extent does economic development empowers women. The definition 
of empowerment differs, according to the context in which empowerment is being examined; 
nonetheless options, choice, control and power are key words visible in most of the definitions, 
especially women’s ability to make decisions, have control over their own life and resources are 
stressed (Malhotra, Schuler & Boender 2002: 5). Keller and Mbwewe describe it as, “a process 
whereby women become able to organize themselves to increase their own self-reliance, to assert 
their independent right to make choices and to control resources which will assist in challenging 
and eliminating their own subordination”, whereas Kabeer defines it as, "the expansion in people's 
ability to make strategic life choices in a context where this ability was previously denied to them" 
(Malhotra, Schuler & Boender 2002: 6). While Keller and Mbwewe’s definition of empowerment 
has set focus on women and their right to make choices and control their resources, Kabeer’s 
definition on the other hand, is more general and stresses more on the process of empowerment and 
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of making choices without paying punishingly high costs; since these definitions are relevant to this 
project, the term empowerment has been defined according to these two definitions in this project.  
 
The workforce participation rate of females in the rural sector was 28.9, while that for males was 
54.8. In the urban sector, it was 13.8 for females and 55.4 for males in 2007-08 (Bhavan & Marg 
2011). Although the statistics suggest that women in rural India are more economically active than 
the urban women, it does not necessarily mean that they are economically developed too. Working 
rural women face a lot of challenges; they work longer hours than men, and carry the major share of 
household and community work that is unpaid and invisible (Bhavan & Marg 2011). According to 
the pilot Time Use Survey, conducted in 18,620 households during the period June 1998 to July 
1999, women spent about 2.1 hours per day on cooking food and about 1.1 hours on cleaning the 
households and utensils, whereas men’s participation and contribution in these activities were small 
and insignificant (Bhavan & Marg 2011). Taking care of children is one of the major 
responsibilities of rural women, as the Time Use Survey showed, they spent about 3.16 hours per 
week on these activities as compared to only 0.32 hours by males. Moreover, the survey illustrated 
that there were far fewer women in the paid workforce than there were men and there were more 
unemployed women than there were unemployed men (Bhavan & Marg 2011). Furthermore, 
women's wage rates are, on the average, 75% of men's wage rates and constitute only one fourth of 
the family income. Especially in agriculture, where 42.95% of the rural female working population 
works, women and men do not earn equal wages. In addition to that, women generally work in the 
informal sector where wages are lower and most of the work that women do, such as collecting fuel, 
fodder and water, growing vegetables and keeping poultry for domestic consumption, goes 
unrecorded (Bhavan & Marg 2011). Additionally, the data suggests that the rural women are not 
empowering although they are economically active, whereas urban women who are less 
economically active are the ones who are empowering. According to National Family Health 
Survey –III (2005-06) in the rural sector currently married women take 26% decisions regarding 
obtaining health care for themselves and 7.6% in case of purchasing major household items. 10% 
decisions are taken by females in respect of visiting their family or relatives. For urban areas, these 
figures are 29.7 %, 10.4 % and 12.2 % respectively (Bhavan & Marg 2011). Moreover, in the age 
group of 15-19 years, 46% of women are not involved in any kind of decision making. In the rural 
sector, 23.4 % females are not involved in any decision-making while, in the urban sector, only 
13.9 % of urban resident women are not involved in any decision making (Bhavan & Marg 2011).  
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Therefore, although the data suggests that rural women are more economically active than the urban 
women, rural women face discrimination in and outside their work place, and are not being 
empowered in the sense that they do not get to control their resources and are not interdependent 
enough to make their own choices.  
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ANALYSIS 
5. Perception of Women in Rural India 
5.1 Patriarchy 
India is a patriarchal society and this system is more prominent in the families of rural India. This 
particular habitus is common all over India but mostly and strictly practiced in villages. Therefore, 
when looking at the field of family, the authority with power is the man of the family. As explained 
in the theoretical chapter, in a society, hierarchy is based on power and men are above women in a 
patriarchal society. Apart from this, power also resides in the village Panchayat; the elected 
governing village councils (Handy & Kassam 2004). Village panchayat/Khap Panchayat usually 
consists of elderly men, who believe in power hierarchy in the society and they also keep a check 
on the role of men and women in the village in order to maintain the gender differences. Therefore, 
men are the power holders in the society. Village panchayat as well as patriarchal family system 
plays a very important role in forming a perception towards women. “The Khap Panchayat in rural 
North India is a classic example of how local community/society determines the status of women – a 
girl can be ostracized if she wears jeans or carries a mobile phone, she can be killed if she falls in 
love or chooses her husband, she can be fined if she allows herself to be gang raped!!” (Rao, 
Appendix D). According to Bourdieu, church and religion play a very important role in maintaining 
the masculine domination. “[..] women were responsible for moral degradation and therefore 
deserving to suffer to recompense all the sins of the world” (Bourdieu 2001). This also applies in 
rural India, and the authority here is the board of village panchayat who are regarded as the most 
powerful ones in each villages.  
 
5.2 Secondary Citizen and Decision Making 
Women are considered to be the symbol of honor and it is the responsibility of their men to keep 
them in their lower status to maintain the honor. Therefore, women are violated symbolically and 
regarded as secondary citizens in the society and the family. Bourdieu explains that symbolic power 
is exercised by a powerful agent on a less powerful agent; making the less powerful, submit to it 
without being aware of it. Here the power holder being men exercise the symbolic power on women 
and women submit to it to maintain the honor. A different set of rules and norms are formed for 
men and women in the society. Society views women as a secondary citizen and this makes their 
status lower. “[..] power relations in a patriarchal society is tilted towards men being in positions 
of power – as decision makers within homes and in public life [..]” (Rao, Appendix D). Decision-
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making is one of the most important factors for women to be independent and empowered; it is one 
of the processes of being empowered (Kabeer 1999). But this aspect is not in the hands of less 
powerful group of people and that is a woman in this context. Since they have no power to make 
choices or decisions from the beginning of their life, they are molded into it and they accept this 
fact and submit to it.  
  
Majority of women in rural India are uneducated so they cannot actually understand decision-
making and choices in life. Among the women interviewed for this project, one of them never went 
to school and two of them dropped out pretty early due to poverty or other issues. When asked 
about decision-making, none of them clearly said if they make any decisions. Either they convey 
their wishes to the male members or head of the family or do not make any decisions at all. “I make 
small decisions related to household chores like food. Also it is my responsibility to discipline my 
children. So, I make those kinds of decisions. My husband makes other big decisions. He decides on 
my children’s education and will decide on their marriage too. I think he is the one who should do 
that because he understands better being the man in the family” (Kaaveri, Appendix C). In the 
statement above it is understood that even the decision making part is divided, “small decisions” are 
made by her but “big decisions” are made by the head of the family and she herself is making it 
legitimate by saying that men should make the important decisions and only reason is that they are 
men. It should be noted that the interviewee is lowering herself by mentioning the decisions she 
makes are small decisions. Also women under the influence of symbolic violence, place themselves 
in the lower status at home and the society. So when they make decisions, it is based on the well 
being of the men in their lives. In one of the interviews Kaaveri, mentioned that her brother needed 
education and not her and thus she sacrificed her right to education. Here she made a decision for 
the welfare of her brothers placing herself in a lower position even though her brother is not the 
oppressor with power here (Kaaveri, Appendix C). This kind of decision-making is influenced by 
symbolic violence and, thus, does not help in empowerment of women (Kabeer 1999). Symbolic 
violence is imposed on the oppressed in such a way that it seems legitimate to the oppressed 
(Jenkins 2002: 104). Women, not having any freedom to make decision are a symbolic violence, 
exercised on them by the more powerful agent in the society and that is men and a woman taking it 
naturally is the example of making symbolic violence legitimate by the women. This keeps the 
power relation in the society as well as at home unchanged.  
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 5.3 Women as Economic Burden 
The differences begin since the earliest of a girl’s life. Sons are always preferred over daughters due 
to economic and social reasons. Boys are given more importance in terms of food, health, education 
etc. Especially in the northern rural part of India, where there is a lack of women now. “A decades-
old Indian preference for male children, who are seen as breadwinners, has led to the skewed ratio, 
aided by cheap ultrasound tests that assist in sex-selective abortions and female 
infanticide” (Reuters 2011). Even before the child is born, the sex of the fetus is checked and if 
it is a girl, it is aborted. This is a very common incident in Northern part of India. Boy child is 
preferred over a girl child for several reasons. With the birth of a girl child, parents get into the 
burden of saving dowry for her but when a boy child is born, it is an economic bliss for them 
because the boy will bring a daughter-in-law who will bring dowry to the house. “Since we both 
work in the field, we are able to take care of the family and prepare dowry for my 
daughters” (Maya, appendix A). “We sell the little amount of crops that we get and the money is 
used on basic requirement of the family. We try to save some for my daughters’ dowry” (Kaaveri, 
Appendix C). The interviewees mention that from whatever they earn, they save for their daughters’ 
dowry. The interviewees come from a very poor background, they work in small fields and some 
even work as a labor on the land owned by another person but still they have the responsibility to 
save for their daughters’ dowry.  As mentioned earlier in the contextualization chapter, dowry death 
is a frequent occurring crime in rural India. It is the duty of the girl’s family to provide the groom’s 
family with desired dowry not once but several times even after marriage. In case of not being able 
to do so, the bride is killed by the in laws.  “The control of women and the potential for violence 
are especially great when a woman leaves her natal home to become part of her husband’s family. 
On moving in with in-laws, the status of the daughter-in-law is often very low compared with the 
men and even with any older women in the household” (Johnson & Johnson 2001). Thus, women 
even after marriage have low status, in some cases lower and still they are considered to be the 
source of economy in the form of dowry. In such cases women are symbolically violated and many 
families and women themselves submit to it by giving the desired dowries.  
  
The status of women is that of a burden and the moment she is born, the family perceives her as an 
economic problem. Also, since the honor of the family is regarded as the responsibility of women 
and girls, men try to control them using several methods, one of which is child marriage. Young 
girls are married as early as 12 years old in order to get rid of them as early as possible. As 
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mentioned above they are regarded as a burden and thus, it is better to get rid of them as soon as 
possible. They are married to young boys as well as older men. This is done because of poverty 
since they are not willing to take responsibility of the daughter financially. Another reason for it is 
to control girls from getting into any kind of physical relationship before marriage. Among the 
women interviewed for this project, all of them were married before the legal age of marriage of 
18.  
  
The desire to have a son is so strong that it results into physical violence in some cases. “Also 
before I got a son, I was hated by my family for not being able to give a son. I was beaten by my 
husband several times because of it” (Maya, Appendix A). The interviewee, Maya, had a son after 
giving birth to three daughters. Not only did she suffer from domestic violence because of not being 
able to deliver a boy but this also reduced her status as a woman in the society as well as at home. A 
woman is viewed as an object and when she is not able to fulfill the desire of her husband, the man 
uses physical violence. In this case, it is a well known fact that getting a son or a daughter is not in 
anybody’s control biologically but the woman is blamed for this because men are superior and 
according to the power relation, men have the power to dominate women and blaming her is a part 
of it. The agent with symbolic power exercises the power on the oppressed to contribute to the 
power relation by creating his own version of reality to maintain his higher position. And in such 
cases of desire of a son, the false reality is created, that women are responsible for the sex of the 
baby and the society in that particular habitus believes it. Also according to the process of 
empowerment, women are seldom given the right to make a choice about reproduction. Apart from 
all this, discrimination at the birth is quite prominent in rural part of India, which leads to a 
shockingly unbalanced sex ratio in many villages of India. “The trend in the sex ratio of the under-
seven population based on National Family Health Survey data for the period 1992-93 to 2005-06 
also provides evidence of continued decline and shows that in 2005-06 the under-seven sex ratio 
had fallen further to 918 females per 1,000 males'' (Kishor & Gupta 2009). Before 1991, it was 945 
females per 1000 males and in 1991 it dropped to 927 females per 1000 males. 
 
“When my husband is frustrated he does hit me but that happens when I make mistakes. He works 
all day, it is my duty to serve him good food and take care of the house in a proper way. Also the 
children are my responsibility. So, if the children do anything wrong he punishes me” (Kaaveri, 
Appendix C). According to Bourdieu, division of labor is also divided according to the hierarchy in 
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the society. Women are given monotonous and domestic works, as they are the dominated ones. In 
rural India, majority of the women work in the agricultural sector but they are unpaid and are 
supposed to do the manual hard works. When asked about it, the interviewees replied that they 
work only because they are poor and if they were well off their men would not allow them to work 
(Maya & Kaaveri, Appendix A & C). The women, even though work outside the home, do not 
make decisions or any kind of choice. The men still dominate them and they are well aware of this 
and still submit to it. One of the interviewee mentions that when she was at her husband’s house, 
her husband got all her earning and in her brother’s house, she gives all the money to her brothers 
because he is the head of the family (Jayashree, Appendix B). She works in the field and does the 
hard work but when it comes to use it, the head of the family makes the decisions. The women do 
not mind it because it is a natural and legitimate thing to do according to them. But when looking at 
a larger picture, this affects their empowerment and prevents them from participating in any 
development work. 
  
“Female children belong to their fathers until they are married, at which time they become the 
property of their husbands and are expected to be of service to them” (Johnson & Johnson 
2001). “In Hindi, husband is called “Pati” and it means “owner”. When you own something, you 
get the right to dominate them and therefore, the women in India are dominated and their rights are 
violated by the men in the society” (starplus 2012). Thus, women are viewed, as objects owned by 
the more powerful agent of the society, men. This perception shapes the views of women as well. 
They start discriminating themselves and placing themselves at the lower position due to the habitus 
of the surroundings in which they live.  After the marriage they are told that their men would own 
them and it becomes their duty to serve them.  Kamla Bhasin, who has been running an NGO, since 
last 42 years, is working against violence on women. In one of her interviews she said that her NGO 
has been trying to change women’s mentality since last 12 years and it has not been easy at all and 
she believes that men should change their mentality so that the environment in which women live 
can change and finally this will uplift the status of women in the Indian society (starplus 2012). She 
also said that Indian women live in the same society as men and they are taught by our culture, 
lifestyle and history that they are lower than men.  This is how symbolically women are placed 
below men and the hierarchy in the society is formed supported by symbolic violence on women.  
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5.4 Times of Crisis   
The differential treatment of girls and boys and the perception of women as a secondary citizen are 
emphasized in time of crisis or tragedy. In case of extreme poverty and financial crisis, women’s 
needs and welfare is sacrificed and preference is given to the male child. As Duflo describes, “India 
has one of the largest discrepancies in gender specific mortality rates. One reason for this is that 
girls are treated differently when ill: for example, a study found that, in the poor neighborhoods of 
New Delhi, girls are more than twice as likely to die of diarrhea (Khanna et al. 2003). In India, the 
excessive mortality rate of girls, relative to boys, spikes during droughts. When they cannot afford 
to feed everyone, families disproportionately sacrifice the welfare of girls (Rose 1999)” (Duflo 
2012: 1054-1055). Girls are more likely to die of diarrhea and feeding boys and sacrificing the 
girls’ welfare are examples of women being perceived as a secondary citizen since in times of crisis 
the boy child is preferred over the girl child.  
  
Kabeer emphasizes on the acknowledgment and acceptance of both men and women, in a society, 
normalizes the fact that women are of lesser value than men and are inferior to them; leading to 
inequality. Furthermore, gender differences, especially in the times of crisis and extreme poverty, in 
basic needs of a human being or basic functioning achievements makes it difficult to measure 
empowerment. In accordance to Kabeer’s theory of empowerment, Bourdieu also sheds light on the 
relationship between the dominated (female) and the dominant (male/society) in his theory of 
symbolic violence. The patriarchal social structure of rural India naturalizes the preference of men 
over women, thus it seems natural and normal for parents to prefer their sons over their daughters in 
times of crisis, it is an established order. This can be seen in Kaaveri’s and Jayashree’s life 
accounts. Kaaveri went to school until grade 6 and then dropped out because her mother got sick 
and she had to work at home, whereas Jayashree discontinued her studies at the age of ten, worked 
in the fields, cooked, looked after cattle and earned money to support her large family. She, her 
mother and eldest brother earned while the rest got educated (Jayashree & Kaaveri, Appendix B & 
C). 
In times of need and crisis, Kaaveri and Jayashree sacrificed their own welfare for the good of their 
family by giving up their education and working at home and in the fields to support their family 
economically. When inquired about her education, Maya, who has never went to school as her 
family can’t afford it, replied, “My brothers need more education than me. Because they are men 
and they take care of the family later. I was to get married and go to someone else’s house. I do not 
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need education” (Maya, Appendix A). The statements of these girls are a perfect example of what 
Bourdieu refers to as the established order, “The dominant culture contributes to the real 
integration of the dominant class; it also contributes to the fictitious integration of society as a 
whole, and thus to the apathy (false consciousness) of the dominated classes; and finally it 
contributes to the legitimation of the established order by establishing distinctions (hierarchies) 
and legitimating these distinctions” (Bourdieu 1991: 167). The dominant culture, in this case the 
men in the society, create a fictitious integration of society which is invisible to the dominated 
classes, in this case women in the society, by establishing hierarchies and legitimizing the 
established order. The patriarchal structure of the Indian society is the established order legitimized 
by the dominants; the men in the society. Statements, as the one Maya gave of not needing 
education because her brother needs it more than her is symbolic violence as she is unknowingly 
accepting her status as secondary to her brothers.  
  
A research done by Uma. S. Kambhampati and Raji Rajan which includes a sample of 21130 girls 
between 10-15 years of age from a dataset containing socio-economic information for 356,352 
individuals belonging to 69,231 rural households across all the states and Union Territories in India, 
concluded that as incomes (father’s wages and other household incomes) increase; girls will be 
taken out of work and sent back to school and vice versa. However, they also indicate that while 
this is happening, there is an increase in the number of girls who stay at home to do household 
chores (Kambhampati & Rajan 2004: 7-21). These statistics indicate that when the household’s 
income and father’s income is good; the girls are taken out of work and sent back to school. 
However, if this is not the case and the total income of the household, including father’s income 
decreases, girls have to discontinue their studies and help the family economically by working. 
Elaborating on the differential treatment of girls and boys, Kambhampati and Rajan state that, 
though many studies find that parents invest more (both in terms of time and money) in older 
children, these children will also usually be the first to move into paid labour (boys) and household 
production (girls), however, when the family is faced with budget and credit constraints (because of 
their relative comparative advantage in such activities). In this context, one may expect the oldest 
girl child to be doubly disadvantaged – both by her gender and by her birth order (Kambhampati & 
Rajan 2004: 7). According to Bourdieu, family is the first agent that plays an important role in 
reproducing masculine domination; it is a child’s earliest experience of gender division and division 
of labor (Bourdieu 2001). The upbringing plays a crucial role in the identity formation of a child. 
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This belief of Bourdieu is true considering the treatment of women in rural India. From the life 
accounts of the three girls who have been interviewed and the example of the case study above, 
family plays an important role in reproducing masculine domination by setting different behavior 
patterns and norms to girls, such as sacrificing their welfare in times of need. The girls are 
symbolically violated from the beginning of their childhood, thus, unknowingly and naturally 
accepting their status as a secondary citizen in the society, maintaining the established order.  
  
5.5 Poverty/Unpaid Work 
Another factor where the perception and treatment of rural Indian women as a secondary citizen is 
prominent is the workforce. Most of the women are confined mainly to domestic work; however, in 
times of poverty where husband’s income is not sufficient to run the household on, it is necessary 
for the women to work. Around 26% of rural women are engaged in some economic activity (GOI 
2013). One of the biggest challenges the rural women come across is unpaid labor both in the 
domestic and formal sector. Most of the women working with agriculture, which is the sector where 
a majority of women work in rural India, do not get paid since they are mostly working on their 
own land and the money earned from that is used on their children and men in the family. The 
agricultural economy is such that we earn as a family to feed ourselves, Jayashree says (Kaaveri, 
Appendix C). In her husband’s house she gave her money to her husband, whereas in her brother’s 
house, all the siblings gave the money to her eldest brother who was the head of the family and the 
decision maker. Similar to Jayashree’s case, Kaaveri explains that since she comes from a poor 
family, she has been working at home and in the fields since childhood, she adds that she works in 
her own small land, thus, does not get paid for it; the money earned from the land is used on the 
basic requirements of the family and not her personal use (Jayashree, Appendix B).  Likewise, 
Maya also claims that she works because of poverty and since she works on her own field, she does 
not get paid. However, the money that comes out of the crop they cultivate is used to buy daily food 
and some money is saved for some occasions (Maya, Appendix A). One might think that since all 
the three interviewed women work on their own land, they are empowered. However, that is not the 
case. These women might be economically empowered since they work on their own land and they 
sell what they produce, however, when it comes to making important decisions their status of being 
inferior to men takes over as they have very little say in major decisions regarding the household. 
Maya says she only gets to choose household materials such as food and clothing, her husband and 
father-in-law make big decisions (Maya, Appendix A). Kaaveri’s case is somewhat similar to 
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Maya’s, as she only makes small decisions related to household chores like food and disciplines her 
children since they are her responsibility, she says her husband makes other big decisions like their 
children’s education and their marriage (Jayashree, Appendix B).  Moreover, it is important to note 
that the land is not owned by women. Most women in India do not own cultivable land and those 
who do own it do not have total control over its use. Ghosh and Roy blame it on the implementation 
of inheritance laws which are hindered by long-established social traditions of a patriarchal society 
(Ghosh & Roy 1997: 912). Moreover, they state that women in India come under social pressure 
and give up their shares in parental land for the benefit of their brothers; this results in economic 
dependence on men (Ghosh & Roy 1997: 912). Giving up their share of land voluntarily for the 
benefit of their brothers and not owning the land is another example of women being inferior to 
men as established in the patriarchal society or the habitus of the women. This gender gap can also 
be seen in Maya and Kaaveri’s case. Maya’s husband sells the crops in the market and decides 
everything about it, whereas Kaaveri is just a manual worker and her husband is the one who is 
responsible and makes all the decisions (Maya & Jayashree, Appendix A & B). Therefore, although 
women might be economically active which is good for their household, they are not necessarily 
empowered in terms of decision making due to the perception of women in their habitus; thus, they 
are symbolically violated and disempowered.  
  
According to 2005-06 National Family Health Survey, employment declines stridently by wealth 
for women, irrespective of marital status. Among currently married women, the percentage 
employed declines from 62% for women in the lowest wealth quintile (Kishor and Gupta 2009: 47-
48). These statistics suggest that the employment of women relies heavily on the wealth of a 
household. The relationship of employment and wealth for women suggests that women’s 
employment is closely linked to economic necessity, rather than being an expression of choice, self-
fulfillment and empowerment; as Kaaveri states, “I would not be allowed to work if we were not 
poor. Who allows their wives to work? Only the one who has no other way to earn 
money” (Jayashree, Appendix B). Unpaid labor is another factor which reflects symbolic violence 
and women unknowingly and naturally considering themselves as a secondary citizen. As seen in 
the life accounts of Maya, Jayashree and Kaaveri, not getting paid since they work on their own 
land and the money earned by selling the crops they cultivate is spent on their household, family 
and as mentioned earlier, without including them in major decision making is not only symbolic 
violence but also disempowerment. Although they are financially active, however not paid, they are 
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not empowered in a sense that they do not have any say in the spending of money and other major 
household decisions. G. Suchitra Rao, an expert who has worked in social sector on issues related to 
gender for 20 years, answered when asked about women’s participation in agricultural field in rural 
India, “Most women in rural areas, especially from the economically and socially weaker 
communities, participate in agricultural processes one way of the other. However they do not 
always have the freedom or liberty to do, say or live life they think fit” (Rao, Appendix D). Rural 
women, particularly of lower caste and class, have the lowest literacy rates, and therefore do not 
have the capacity to negotiate pay or contracts and most often engage in the unorganized sector, 
self-employment, or in small scale industry (Upadhyay n.d: 9). 
  
Unpaid work does not only contain women working in the fields and not getting a wage, domestic 
work which most of the women in rural India are confined to is also considered unpaid work. This 
has two types of implications. Firstly, since most of the women are engaged in domestic work, 
which is unpaid, it is unaccounted for and is not considered a part of the economy thus being a 
hindrance when measuring empowerment. Secondly, the time women spend on unpaid work is time 
they cannot devote to paid work or to education. Unpaid work is a main contributor to women's 
mistreatment, lack of the power of decision making and dependence on their father, brother, son or 
husband (George, Choudhary, Tripathy & Abraham 2009: 15). In other words, unpaid work 
contributes to women’s disempowerment. It is due to patriarchal system that women hold lower 
social status than men, which has resulted into gender based social hierarchy (Bourdieu 2001: 23).  
  
The status of being a secondary citizen in the society is visible in the division of labor. Majority of 
women who are confined to domestic work or unpaid work do not consider work, such as cleaning, 
gardening, farm work and caring for small animals, as paid work (George, Choudhary, Tripathy & 
Abraham 2009: 14). Research carried out by ESAF and Health Bridge states that the irony of this 
becomes clear when asking women whether they work the typical answer would be “no”. When 
asking what they do all day, the number of tasks—for which it would be necessary to pay someone 
if the women did not do them themselves—is lengthy (George, Choudhary, Tripathy & Abraham 
2009: 27). These tasks are considered the responsibility of women, and since they are not paid for 
it, women do not consider them as work. This division of labor is based on the power relation in the 
society created due to the hierarchal division of gender. Symbolic violence is yet again in force here 
as women consider the domestic work their responsibility and accept the unpaid work they do by 
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taking part in the fields and the male domination in the household regarding major decisions. The 
acceptance of women to the perception of them as a secondary citizen imposed by their habitus is 
not only symbolic violence but also disempowerment, which leads to self-discrimination. Kabeer 
states, “Such behaviour can have adverse implications for their own well-being as well as for the 
well-being of other female family members. Women's acceptance of their secondary claims on 
house-hold resources, their acquiescence to violence at the hands of their husbands, their 
willingness to bear children to the detriment of their own health and survival to satisfy their own or 
their husband's preference for sons, are all examples of behaviour by women which undermine their 
own well-being” (Kabeer 1999). Habitus, which has mostly been referred to as society, plays a 
crucial role in the behavior of both men and women. The women in focus accept themselves as 
inferior to men in their habitus because they originate from a patriarchal habitus; it is important to 
note, however, that their perception of themselves and their behavior might change if their habitus 
changes.  
  
5.6 Domestic Violence  
Domestic violence constitutes 33.3% of the total crimes against women in India with over 40% of 
married Indian women facing physical abuse by their husband; 1 in every 2 women faces domestic 
violence in any of its forms physical, sexual, psychological and/or economic (NCRB 2002). As the 
statistics suggest, domestic violence is practiced commonly in Indian households. When asked if 
she had ever experienced domestic violence, Maya replied, “When there is less cultivation, we get 
too many problems. I have to prepare food at any cost and since there is no money, I cannot make 
good food and this causes problems between my husband and me. He has slapped me once or twice 
because of that. Everyone in the family gets angry on me if I cannot feed them, this causes tension. 
Also when I try to explain that this happens only because of the poor cultivation and not me, they 
still blame me and punish me. Also before I got a son, I was hated by my family for not being able 
to give a son. I was beaten by my husband several times because of it” (Maya, Appendix A). 
Likewise, Kaaveri answering the same question replied, “When my husband is frustrated he does 
hit me but that happens when I make mistakes” (Kaaveri, Appendix C). Symbolic violence is again 
visible here in terms of women accepting their status as a secondary citizen. According to Bourdieu, 
domestic violence is an outcome of symbolic violence. When the dominated class resists or revolts 
against symbolic violence, physical violence is used to maintain the hierarchy and the established 
order. Maya, who is blamed by her husband if the cultivation is poor and when she resists and 
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explains that it is not her fault, physical violence is used by her husband to maintain his domination 
on the household, reminding Maya her position in the house as inferior to him. Thus, Bourdieu’s 
claim that physical violence is an outcome of symbolic violence holds true in this case. The mere 
fact that Maya considers it her duty to serve good food to her family shows that a woman should 
provide her family with good food is the established order, therefore when Maya is unable to do so, 
she disrupts the established order and is physically abused. Similarly, not providing the family with 
a son is also against the established order, thus making Maya a victim of physical violence. Kaaveri 
faces a similar situation when her children, who are her responsibility according to the established 
order, misbehave unbalancing the established order leading to physical violence. When asked if he 
has ever practiced violence on his wife, a man who belongs to rural northern India replied, “I wake 
up six in the morning to work and to get food and vegetables, when I return, I see my wife sleeping. 
I was tired and hungry. What do you expect me to do? I hit her so badly that I broke her teeth, do 
you want her interview too?” (starplus 2012). The mere act of sleeping, in this case, and not 
providing her husband with food on time is considered a revolt from the woman’s side resulting in 
unbalance of the established order and masculine hierarchy, thus leading to physical 
violence. Domestic violence is also an example of Kabeer's notion of negative agency, which is 
further elaborated later in the chapter.  
  
In order to sum up what has been mentioned in this following chapter, due to patriarchal system 
from the historical times, rural Indian society perceives women as secondary citizen and dominating 
them has become a culture. Women are dominated in every field from earliest times of their lives. 
They are taken as economic burden and dowry deaths occur due to it. But as mentioned above, it is 
not just the society or the men who perceive women in this way. Women also place themselves in 
the lower status by accepting the domination in a legitimate way and this is due to the symbolic 
violence that shapes their mentality. Women are not given the freedom to make decisions on their 
lives or the work they do and they accept this in a natural way. This affects their own empowerment 
process, discussed later in the chapter. In all the above mentioned examples and cases, women 
accept their secondary claims on household resources, labor, getting physically violated at the hands 
of their husbands, sacrificing their and their daughter’s welfare in times of needs and preferring 
their sons over their daughters, all result in women undermining and demoralizing themselves, thus 
leading to disempowerment. It is, however, important to note that this behavior of women and 
perception of themselves is influenced by their habitus, which is the patriarchal society, and it might 
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change if their habitus changes. They see themselves from the perception of the dominant class in 
the society and accept their status as a secondary citizen, thus holding true components from both 
the theories of Bourdieu and Kabeer.  
 
6. Perception of Women and the Development Process   
6.1 Status of Women 
Women have always been inferior to men, in some societies more than others. Women should be 
empowered, think for themselves and should have the freedom to decide for themselves, as they 
have their own identities but it is difficult for some societies to acknowledge that. India is among 
one of many patriarchal societies, where this is a matter of fact and where woman do not have many 
opportunities (Khan 2013). In addition to this, an expert, Suchitra Rao, who has been interviewed 
explains,”A woman is truly empowered when she is able to lead her life as per her decision and 
choices. She should be able to pursue a line of work she chooses and enjoy/control her earnings, 
assets, resources and not be dictated by her spouse or family. She is empowered when she is able to 
enjoy the liberty, and take decisions about her relations ships, in expressions of her sexuality, enjoy 
her time to recreation and leisure, pursue her passions and interests. This does not mean she 
cannot manage work and family. Above all, Empowerment means a woman is able to enjoy a 
position equal to that of a man as her rightful entitlement and not given to her as a 
concession” (Rao, Appendix D).  
 
The following statement of Rao about empowerment is not applied in India; “From the day she 
enters the world as an unwelcome guest to the time she leaves it, she is treated as an inferior to be 
used, not as an equal to be unreliable and loved. She is considered as a cook and housekeeper, 
because you do not think she is suitable for somewhat higher (...) she lives in seclusion and closely 
monitored because they do not believe that she can control herself. She is treated as if the 
determination and sense has always been subjected to other” (Storrow 1856: 23).  Storrow 
highlights the position of women in India, where the neglecting of women in India becomes visible. 
In continuation to this, one of our interviewees, Maya, states, “I am not educated. I never went to 
school. My family could not afford it. My brothers need more education than me […] they are men 
and they take care of the family later. I was to get married and go to someone else’s house. I don’t 
need education” (Maya, Appendix A). Taking Maya’s statement into consideration, it becomes 
obvious, that Maya sees herself as inferior to her brothers. In regard to this, Bourdieu explains that 
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symbolic power is an instrument of domination. This power becomes invisible, as the agent who is 
possessing symbolic power, exercise it on agents with less symbolic power in order to create a self-
made version of reality and establish order in the society. This occurs due to symbolic violence 
(Bourdieu 1991: 165-166). In the case of Maya, it appears that due to the patriarchal society of 
India, she gets influenced by symbolic violence. Maya mentions that she does not need education. 
Hereby it becomes clear that she has surrendered to the symbolic violence practiced on her, as 
Bourdieu explains that habitus is considered a ‘bodily hexis’, which is a state of body that takes 
shape of a permanent disposition which leads a person to behave in a certain manner, which will 
seem natural and common to the dominated. Taking Maya into consideration, it has become apart of 
her habitus to believe that she is inferior to her brothers and believing that she does not need 
education, because her brothers are the first priorities of having an education.  
  
If women in India share the habitus of Maya and believe that education is more applicable for men, 
how will this affect the development process of India? India is one of the fastest developing 
countries. However, there are still many deep-rooted challenges that remain. Among these 
challenges, a main challenge that India face, is the big issue of empowerment of women. Globally, 
estimates have shown that empowering and educating women has established and developed the 
substance for an increase in socio-economic growth of a country. Equally, in societies where 
women are suppressed and uneducated, the societies are among the most regressive in the world. In 
this sense, India is ranked to be somewhere in between (Mazumdar-Shaw 2012). Indian women 
make up 7.5% of the population in the world. The quality of life of women in India has had a 
progress and is improving. In this sense, the literacy rates have increased, maternal mortality rates 
are reduced and a larger amount of women have gained access to education and healthcare. 
However, despite this fact, the change for women is excruciatingly slow and has serious 
consequences for any state, as the refusal of giving women opportunities in order to realize their 
abilities will become a waste of human capital and an obstruction to economic progress of a state 
(Mazumdar-Shaw 2012).  
 
There is a general opinion about women being the establishment of the essential component of 
society, which is the family. Even in the conservative and traditional roles, women validate 
important intelligence, innovation, commitment and hard work. In this sense, if these qualities were 
to be harnessed efficiently and successfully, the growth, and thus development, of India could 
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become more unbiased, inclusive and equitable. Hereby, education and empowerment of women 
becomes essential in this manner. However, in India - where 80% of the population lives in rural 
areas, the access to education and employment opportunities becomes very limited. Furthermore, 
poverty affects a girl greater and puts the girl in danger and disadvantages, which is followed  to her 
adulthood. In addition to this, the behavior and social attitudes towards women in India makes it 
apparent and comprehensible that a multi pronged method is needed in order to achieve worldwide 
education and employment for women. When one woman becomes educated and empowered, this 
will start a “chain reaction” which will contribute in altering her family life, additionally, the 
community which she is a part of (Mazumdar-Shaw 2012). 
 
General perceptions towards women in India and their role in society are frequently the greatest 
obstacles to change and development in the country, because the societal perception of them starts 
to form women’s perception of themselves, which they eventually start accepting (Mazumdar-Shaw 
2012). Bourdieu's theory of symbolic violence becomes very apparent in this sense. Symbolic 
violence is the outcome of symbolic power. Hereby it becomes a process where power and 
domination is forced upon a group in such a way where the oppressed or dominated does not feel it, 
thus it is invisible. “The dominated apply categories constructed from the point of view of the 
dominant to the relations of domination, thus making it appear as natural” (Bourdieu 2001: 35). 
Hereby the power relation is constructed in such a way between the dominant and the dominated, 
that the dominated will take the invisible violence, unconsciously and unwillingly, in a natural 
way. The society perceives the women with less power and inferiority, where the women eventually 
take this perception in a natural way and perceive themselves as so. In continuation to this, 
symbolic violence in India provides to maintain and create a culture of dominance in India, which 
leads to hierarchy, and thus a patriarchal society where women will have no role. This fact has a 
great role in the hindrance of development in India. This is due to the reason that, without the 
contribution of all members in a society, a society will not be able to achieve a sustained, equitable 
and high growth. In this sense, the development of a society’s human resources becomes a key 
factor. Moreover, a nation or a society deprived from the participation of women cannot realize or 
achieve development. Women’s perception will have a great influence in this manner. If women 
were to practice their abilities, they would be able to deliver potential and knowledge in order to 
develop the family and the country (Sivakumar 2008).  
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6.2 Discrimination Against Women 
A majority of the Indian society has a mentality of believing that women are not capable of 
performing jobs, which are outside the household, and that women should maintain as housewives 
and that marriage should be the superiority over career. Women are continuously bearing the 
household work due to the perception of society, which is that the primary role of a woman is 
nothing more than being a housewife. In order for India to achieve a greater progress in terms of 
development, the change of perception towards women is essential, as this will set a focus on the 
girl child, helping her escape from this perception and also escape from the traditional stereotypes 
that suppresses her abilities (Mazumdar-Shaw 2012). In this sense, Mazumdar-Shaw expresses, “I 
believe that by neglecting the development of women, we will compromise the future of the Indian 
nation. By investing in women and their education, we are investing in our present and in our 
future” (Mazumdar-Shaw 2012). The elimination of women participation leads to hindrance of 
development and in the unfortunate case of India; this fact is very common due to gender 
discrimination (Sivakumar 2008). Gender discrimination, as a common concept, is referred to 
women, as female are the subjective victims who are exposed to gender discrimination. Women 
form half of the total population of the world, however, their representation and their visibility in 
participation in public life is rather low. This fact is very prominent in India, as the country is a 
male dominated society where gender discrimination is commonly and habitually practiced. In 
order to empower women and make progressions in India’s development, believing women’s ability 
and recognizing their rights are fundamental (Sivakumar 2008).   
 
Rao elaborates on gender discrimination and women’s rights in India. She mentions that four key 
levels have to be taking into consideration, when talking about women’s rights in rural India. The 
first level she explains as following, “Economic – no say in choice of work, victim of glaring wage 
disparity – women in India still continue to be paid less for the same work as done by men, sexual 
and other forms of exploitation at work place, no control over their earnings/income, no control 
over resources/assets by and large, no access to safe work environment etc” (Rao, Appendix D). In 
this sense, estimates have shown that there are no countries in the world, where women get an equal 
pay as men for equal work. Also in rural India, this is a serious matter of gender discrimination, 
where the country has been ranked as one of the lowest on gender parity, which also includes pay 
parity (Nagrajan 2011).  
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Rao explains the second level as following, “Familial – violation starts at home as women are 
subjected to domestic violence at hands of husbands and in-laws, demand for dowry which is highly 
prevalent in rural India, harassment for male progeny as sons are seen as their apparent in a 
patriarchal society and gate keepers to heaven! As girl child she is denied equal access to 
education and is expected to be trained in domestic chores while boys have access to leisure and 
recreation/sports” (Rao, Appendix D). According to Rao's second level, the patrichal society of 
India becomes very noticeable and becomes obvious that women are being excluded in order to 
participate in society and be equally treated as men. Due to gender discrimination and lack of 
women rights, women in India are very dependent on men in order to stabilize a life (Sivakumar 
2008).  
 
Furthermore, Rao states her third level of gender discrimination and women’s right in rural India as 
following, ”Social – women in rural India still continue to be victims of a gender biased society. 
Child marriage is another form of heinous crime against women/girl child, reproductive rights are 
trampled as they have no power for decisions regarding conception, contraception and 
abortion” (Rao, Appendix D). In addition to this, there are many crimes practiced towards women 
in India, due to the mind-set that women are inferior in society and must be restricted from 
participating in society. Shemeer Padinzjharedil gives an example of crimes against women in 
India, “It’s a miracle a woman survives in India. Even before she is born, she is at risk of being 
aborted due to our obsession for sons. As a child, she faces abuse, rape and early marriage and 
even when she marries, she is killed for dowry. If she survives all of this, as a widow she is 
discriminated against and given no rights over inheritance or property” (HindustanTimes 2013).  
 
The fourth and last level of Rao comprises that of Individual rights, where she states, ”Individual – 
no freedom of choice on major milestones in life such as education, marriage, career or 
work/employment, expression of sexuality etc, denied positions of power in local and other political 
governance” (Rao, Appendix D). Rao, in the four key levels of gender discrimination and women 
rights, evidently states the harsh circumstances of women in rural India. The harsh circumstances in 
the patriarchal society do not allow women to participate, as they are excluded from society, and 
thus affects the development of India in major terms.  
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In the cardinal aims of democracy, which is that of, “of the people, by the people and for the 
people”, aims of gender discrimination and women rights cannot neither be actualized nor 
accomplished if women are being eliminated of political empowerment. The oppression and 
subordination of women form a basic limit to their activation, and thus participation in political 
activities. These limitations operate for more or less all women in India and hinder them in 
delivering potential, which could be beneficial for India and its development. In this sense, the 
recognition of women’s rights and women’s self-believe are essential factors for the development of 
India. Hereby, women should acknowledge their own abilities and skills, due to the fact that this 
acknowledgement will support and strengthen the women’s perception of themselves and promote 
in their confidence in order to a have a role and participate in society (Sivakumar 2008).  
  
Furthermore, there are women in India who participate in politics without having a say. However, 
when talking about political empowerment, this does not solely imply a right to rule, but also the 
chance to share, discuss and empower politics and being active in order to influence the decision 
making of the politics. In this regard, the empowerment of women becomes the element of the basic 
human rights, where woman should not plead for neither power nor pursue power hierarchy in order 
to be able to exercise power towards others. On the contrary, as a basic right and need, women 
should be accepted as an equally treated human being in society. Women should be persons who are 
in command of themselves with equal access to all social, economical, political, cultural, physical 
and spiritual resources (Sivakumar 2008). In this sense, Maya was asked whether she is involved in 
any decision-making and she replied, ”I get to choose household materials such as food and 
clothing in the house. My husband and my father make big decisions in law. I ask for permission for 
every thing from them. I cannot go against them so they make the decisions. I will be a bad 
daughter in law if I make my own decisions without asking them”(Maya, Appendix A). Maya is not 
the only woman having this role and little influence in decision-making, the situation of Kaveeri is 
similar to that of Maya and most women in rural India. Kaaveri explains that she too has little role 
in decision making, as the big decisions are in the hands and responsibility of her husband. Kaaveri 
further explains that she believes it is best that her husband makes the big decisions, as he is the 
head of the family (Kaaveri, Appendix C).  
  
On the basis of the above mentioned quotes by the two interviewees, Maya and Kaaveri, the male 
dominated society of India becomes visible. In this sense, women, who are the dominated, start to 
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submit to the invisible violence that is practiced on them, thus accepting all the unequal and 
unbiased treatment. In the case of Maya and Kaaveri, they see themselves with the same perception 
as the dominator's due to symbolic violence, and thus make the domination acceptable for them. 
Bourdieu explains that norms of society are created differently for men and women in order to 
maintain the hierarchy in the society. An example of this could be the work division, where men 
and women have different duties assigned. In this case, Maya and Kaaveri have the duty of letting 
their husbands make the big decisions, as the norms of society has been constructed in such a way, 
that this merely becomes the duty of a man. Men have a higher status, where the division of society 
is based on the lower status of women in society, creating an unequal division. Hereby, Maya and 
Kaaveri become subjected towards symbolic violence. Maya and Kaaveri have created their self-
perception based on the perception of the patriarchal society, which has led them to submit to the 
treatment and domination, where they find this treatment in a natural way, and thus believe that it is 
the job of their husbands to have a greater role. In this sense, they position themselves lower in the 
society and self-discriminate themselves (Bourdieu 2001: 25). 
  
6.3 Development and Gender Issues 
The concept of development is of great importance when discussing the issues that occur in the 
Third World. In that sense development is an obvious theme to consider in regard to India. In the 
mid-1980’s United Nations revealed the conclusion of some conducted development researches that 
poverty, illiteracy and unemployment have had the opposite turn in relation to what was expected in 
the post-war period. This was based on modernization theory, which believed that the less 
developed countries would catch up with the industrial countries by following the economic and 
social systems of Western capitalism. In accordance to this, a distinct dimension of development 
planning in terms of ‘social’ aspects which had previously excluded the ‘human factor’ when 
discussing development was brought up. According to United Nations Development 
Programme, the inclusion of social aspects within development planning has resulted in progress in 
terms of Human Development since the end of the 1990’s (Das, Basu & Basu n.d: 4). This further 
led feminist researchers to perceive development as a gender issue and explore the theme from that 
perspective. A women’s organization in Bangalore, India, called Development Alternatives with 
Women for a New Era (DAWN), emphasizes the importance of including the situation of women, 
more specifically poor women, around the world to instruct reorientation to development analysis. 
According to DAWN poor women should be taken into consideration in regard to the reach of 
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development benefits to the most exposed people in less developed countries, which are mainly 
women. Women make up two-third of the work done in the world; however the income distribution 
looks far different. Women only receive 10 percent of the world’s income. (Das, Basu & Basu n.d: 
5). The lack of affirmative action between men and women is also experienced in other fields apart 
from just the economical. Women suffer in severe circumstances around the world. In 
the Global South women suffer badly compared to the men of the societies, this includes education, 
health, job and in private relations as well. This kind of discrimination against women leads to 
domestic violence, which includes both verbal and physical abuse (Das, Basu & Basu n.d: 5). 
  
In a historical context women have always been exposed to domestic violence. However it is 
difficult to account for the exact number of violence cases, reasoning the lack of registration of 
cases, as it is a much hidden figure of crime. Violence against women is looked upon from a human 
perspective, which means that the problem has not been viewed from a developmental aspect. 
Therefore it is estimated by studies to have looked beyond the other angel of the issue, as violence 
against women hinders to the effectiveness of the development process. A research work done by 
the Institute for Planning, Innovative Research, Appropriate Training and Extension in India puts a 
decisive focus on women as a resource for development and for that reason it is important to look at 
the empowerment of women (Das, Basu & Basu n.d: 5). 
  
As previously indicated a lot of women in India are victims to domestic violence and are abused in 
many ways. These experiences have severe consequences for the women in relation to both their 
physical and psychological well being. Apart from the health, the abuse also results to their social 
isolation, which also means their contribution to society. Due to the abuse they face, women feel 
worthless, thus this has the outcome that it is a challenge for many women to obtain and maintain a 
job. Women are being harassed by men at their workplace, lies are being told about them, they get 
their work-documents burned, their children are being threatened, and all these facts have 
complications for them in their workplace.  Some cases have shown that women are in worst cases 
murdered at their workplaces by men due to how they are perceived (Das, Basu & Basu n.d: 9). 
These facts are the foundation to the disempowerment of women in India. Gender-based violence 
practiced by men towards women is one of the main tools for men to gain power through social 
control. In continuation to this, the empowerment of women is a challenge in this regard in the 
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sense that equal rights and perceptions for men and women would mean that the dominance of the 
men would decrease.  
  
The research work done by the Institute for Planning, Innovative Research, Appropriate Training 
and Extension defines women’s empowerment as a process where changes are taking place and 
patriarchal relations are challenged. Further, it is stated that empowerment is a social process where 
change again is a key word. Transformation in the individual and the society in general is a great 
matter. In order for change to happen in the society it is important to be active and participate, for 
that reason it is hard to ensure change when women are isolated or in fact isolate themselves (Das, 
Basu & Basu n.d: 10).  
  
6.4 The Ability to Make a Choice 
Within the empowerment process individual capabilities are decisive. The individual capabilities of 
women are very much dependent on her social standing and well being. It is note-worthy that 
women whose family/ social relations have not been supportive have very limited individual 
capabilities. In the case of abused, women there are many factors which play a role. Abusing 
women typically has the outcome that women’s self-esteem is diminished, which further leads to 
mental related issues and this is where Naila Kabeer’s point of agency appears. Agency is defined 
as individuals, in our case women’s, capacity and incentive to make their own choices in their life 
and being able to achieve their goal even if it means that she meets opposition (Das, Basu & Basu 
n.d: 11). Women in India have always been treated as if they were worthless than the male 
population, they are perceived as week and their rights are being violated even if the constitution of 
India states differently. Behind closed doors many cases prove that women are being tortured, 
beaten and killed. This is experienced in all areas, rural, urban and metropolitans as well due to 
patriarchal system in the society (Pahuja n.d.). Domestic violence towards women in India 
demonstrates the negative agency of what Kabeer has discussed in a paper to reflect on the 
measurement of women’s empowerment. She defines the negative agency as practiced when an 
actor over-ride the agency of others by having the ‘power over’ other actors by the use of violence 
(Kabeer 1999: 438). 
 
As mentioned above, Kaaveri expressed the violent situation in her home, by revealing the fact that 
her husband gets abusive when she makes mistakes (Kaaveri, Appendix C). This indicates the 
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power of Kaaveri’s husband in her house. Due to her making a mistake, she has to be punished. 
This action validates the dominance of the man, and the fact that the woman believes that it is her 
duty to make her husband satisfied shows the patriarchy. The situation of Kaaveri is a good 
example of the practice of the negative agency as her husband over-rides her agency by having the 
power over her. In this case it is worth exploring the resources of the women. According to Kabeer, 
resources are considered to be human and social resources such as social relations; in this case the 
relevant relation to look upon will be that of her husband primarily, that has a role in constructing 
the society around the women, which has an influence on her ability to exercise a choice. Another 
resource is the community as a whole. With 20 years of experience within the field of violence 
against women, Suchitra Rao stated, “Most women in rural areas, especially from the economically 
and socially weaker communities, participate in agricultural processes one way of the other. 
However they do not always have the freedom or liberty to do, say or live life they think fit. Socio-
culturally determined gender norms and behavior dictate power relations within families and at 
work“ (Rao, Appendix D). Taking this quotation into consideration the ability for a woman to make 
her own choice seems very limited. Rao emphasizes that social norms and behavior due to culture 
in rural areas have a decisive role in shaping the mentality of both men and women to accept that 
the male of the house is the head of the house. Another point worth mentioning from Rao’s 
statement is that it is in fact not only the man who has an impact, it is the community in general 
which influences the women’s ability in exercising a choice, as it has become common sense that 
women have a certain position within the home and society. The husband and community as 
resources to women, and by the use of the negative practice of agency to have visible power over 
women, results in that they do not have the liberty to say and do as they want, as Rao has 
elaborated. When the negative practice of agency is experienced, the individual capabilities of 
women are very limited, reasoning that they are being repressed, their self-esteem is diminished and 
numerous mental health related problems become a reality. These facts have the outcome that the 
agency of these women, or in other words their capacity to make their own choices in their life and 
thereby complete their goal becomes nothing more than just an imagination because the patriarchal 
system is an obstacle.  
  
Kabeer elaborates upon the achievement of ways of ‘being and doing’, and states that within this 
idea, failure is very much experienced. Failure within the achievement of ‘being and doing’, can in 
most cases result in the disempowerment of women due to the reason that failure in achieving a 
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goal demonstrates the restricted ability to choose (Kabeer 1999: 439). When asking Maya, one of 
the women who has been interviewed, what role she has in the decision making in her home she 
stated, that the smaller decisions within the home are hers to make, whereas the big important 
decisions are made by her husband and father in law: Furthermore she indicated the importance of 
asking her husband for permission in everything (Maya, Appendix A). In order to achieve a goal it 
is important for these women to be able to make their own decision and practice the positive 
agency, which entails that people have the ‘power to’ make their own choices and achieve their own 
goals (Kabeer 1999: 438). However with the given resources of these women and the socio-
culturally determined gender norms and behavior in society, it makes it difficult for them to practice 
positive agency. As indicated above, failure within achievements mostly leads to disempowerment. 
Rao defines empowerment as, “The process or strategy whereby socially or economically 
marginalized people or sections of society/community acquire knowledge about their rights and 
entitlements, skills to fight for and negotiate to exercise their rights and thereby be heard (voice) 
and be part of decision making processes impacting their individual and collective life” (Rao, 
Appendix D). According to Rao, being active in the process of decision making, which has an 
influence on women's individual and family life and develop knowledge about their human rights 
are main criteria’s in the process of being empowered. However when analyzing the above 
mentioned case of Maya, it is clear to notice that the opposite to what Rao defines as 
empowerment is taking place in Maya’s life. Maya makes sure to mention that the main decision in 
her home is in the hands of men and that she does not do anything without the approval of her 
husband. This indicates that Maya does have the capabilities for choosing to live as she wants and 
thereby achieve her goal. In continuation to this, there is a failure in the achievement of Maya’s 
goal and therefore she is in fact disempowered. Kabeer puts great focus on the notion ‘choice’ in 
relation to empowerment and stresses that there are options within the notion to be able to have 
chosen otherwise (Kabeer 1999: 437).  Maya mentions that she has to obey the word of her husband 
and father-in-law otherwise she will be regarded as a bad daughter-in-law. In her situation she feels 
like not having a choice for choosing otherwise than what the men say. According to the definition 
of empowerment by Kabeer Maya, and so many other women in rural India, are clearly 
disempowered. They do not search for empowerment to get the ability to choice making, for them; 
they do not have any other choice but abide by the rules of the men in their lives.  
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6.5 Measuring Empowerment 
When measuring empowerment, inequality is a key word, as it is believed to have an effect on 
people’s capacity in decision-making. But then again, this is a challenge to measure because every 
human being has different preferences and does not give value to the same ways of ‘being and 
doing’ and therefore the achievements also differ. One of the main challenges within the 
measurement of empowerment is social restriction. In rural India inequality between men and 
women is very visible. Due to patriarchy men are very dominated in society. The male domination 
within their society results in the fact that the power of decision-making is denied to the women 
(Kabeer 1999: 439). However the challenge in this part is rooted in the fact that women themselves 
believe that they are worthless than the men and therefore they believe that men have the right to 
dominate. When women give reason for inequality it is difficult to measure how empowered they 
are because they accept that they are being perceived as lesser value. In situation like these, women 
accept almost all kinds of behavior practiced by men towards them; they prefer the well-being of 
their husband rather than their own. Both men and women in these societies do not perceive gender 
inequalities as unjust (Kabeer 1999: 440). When asking Maya if she could imagine herself being the 
head of the family because she works, she laughed and answered, “My husband works with me in 
the field. No, I cannot be the head of the family (laughs). My husband is there, why would I be the 
head of the family. Also my father in law is alive. He and my husband will always be the 
heads” (Maya, Appendix A). By looking at the given quote it is clear that Maya thinks that, having 
women as a head of the family sounds as something far from the reality, she laughs by the thought, 
as in her mind it is only a position for men. This acts in accordance with what Kabeer stated, that 
women themselves have a tendency to value themselves as less than the men of the community and 
by that they accept the social order. The fact that the women accept that they are subordinate to men 
is elaborated in Bourdieu’s idea of symbolic power. According to Bourdieu, symbolic power is 
exercised on those who in fact are not aware of that they are dominated. Symbolic power permits 
the person who holds the power to create his own version of reality and by that construct order in 
society (Bourdieu 1991: 165-166).  In relation to the women in the rural areas in India and 
taking the previous mentioned cases of the interviewed women into consideration, the one who 
holds the symbolic power is the husband, brother, father and father-in-laws, which means that they 
are the ones who create order and have the role of the decision maker. However this power is 
invisible, which Kabeer also supports on the point that both men and women in the society do not 
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feel that gender inequality, is unjust. An example of Bourdieu’s idea of symbolic power is 
Kaaveri’s situation as previously mentioned.  
 
Then the question of how the perception of women in rural India affects the development process in 
India rises. As mentioned earlier, in rural India women are in most cases either paid less for their 
work than males or they work unpaid. Work is considered as the foundation to a nation’s economy. 
Paid work is totaled as a part of the nation’s economy whereas unpaid work is ignored, due to the 
belief that unpaid work is not a part of the labor force and is not counted as national income. In this 
sense unpaid workers do not get the attention they seek from the government. Furthermore unpaid 
workers are left out from programs that support workers, such as pension schemes (George, 
Choudhary, Tripathy & Abraham 2009: 10). 367 million women in India have been classified as 
non-workers. In rural India 28 percent of women are not engaged in paid work. One has to bear in 
mind that the women who are perceived as non-workers in fact do have work to do, their job takes 
place in their homes as full-time housewives and in their own fields, however they are not paid 
(George, Choudhary, Tripathy & Abraham 2009: 19). The unpaid work of women has no monetary 
value and for this reason a large share in the case of many women’s activities cannot be taken into 
consideration in development laws and policies. Women’s unpaid work in India, in this case rural 
India, is a great contributor to women’s misery around the country. It lays ground to higher poverty 
rates and mistreatment. Women’s unpaid work is within the home, which means that there is a great 
chance for isolation, and risks of physical, social and psychological issues. Socio-cultural 
determined gender norms forces women to be housewives. It is very common to experience that 
these women are not to any extent respected by their families, which has the outcome of self-esteem 
issues.  
 
Socio-cultural gender norms in India gives reason to gender inequalities in all fields, especially their 
human rights. Kabeer in her study of empowerment mentions the difficulties in measuring 
empowerment. She puts focus on inequality as she stresses that it has a significant influence on a 
person’s capacity to make a choice. The challenge in this part occurs, as it is unlikely that every 
human being gives value to the same ways of ‘being and doing’. Especially gender differences 
mean that the achievements differentiate. In this sense universally-valued functionings have been 
regarded as a result, which means that the empowerment measurement will be based upon the basic 
needs of a human being regardless of context. This implies good health, shelter and proper 
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nourishment (Kabeer 1999: 439). When taking the universally-valued functionings into 
consideration when measuring the empowerment of women in India, it is important to base it on 
their basic human needs. As this project does not focus on a comparison between countries, it 
cannot provide it with data on what preferences other countries have in regard to their 
achievements. However, it examines the perceptions towards women and therefore gender 
differences and gender inequality is relevant. For this reason the measurement of empowerment will 
be based on the basic human needs of both men and women in India. As Kabeer focuses on 
universal values, an article from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights will be stated. Article 2 
in the declaration describes, “Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this 
Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political 
or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status. Furthermore, no 
distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, jurisdictional or international status of the 
country or territory to which a person belongs, whether it be independent, trust, non-self-governing 
or under any other limitation of sovereignty” (UN n.d.). This article emphasizes the importance of 
equality in every point mentioned in the declaration no matter, race, color, sex, religion etc. 
However when looking at the case of the women in rural India, and at the cases mentioned 
previously, it is clear to notice the difference between men and women. Women are being perceived 
subordinate to men, they are being dominated by men, women experience domestic violence and 
they do not participate in decision-making. By measuring the empowerment of women according to 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, these women are truly disempowered as the violation 
against their human rights result in that their ability in making a choice is denied to them, and as 
long as these women do not have the ability to make a choice due to their resources and take part in 
decision making, they have a long way to be empowered. As a support to Kabeer’s work, Malhotra, 
Schuler & Boender stress that when measuring empowerment it is very important to be context 
oriented and look at the context of the situation, as behaviors and qualities that indicate 
empowerment in one society can mean something completely different in another (Malhotra, 
Schuler & Boender 2002: 17). The case of Maya mentioned above, explains her living conditions 
and how she asks for permission from her husband and father-in-law in every detail of her life 
(Maya, Appendix A). If Maya did something, where she would normally ask her husband for 
permission, without asking her husband this would be a sign of empowerment, as she made her own 
choice. However in a free country as Denmark she would not be regarded as an empowered woman. 
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Therefore it is important to measure the empowerment of women separately and there should be 
focus on the context.  
 
To sum up what has been mentioned in this chapter, it is noteworthy that symbolic violence 
subjected towards women in India is a very common fact today. India as a patriarchal society, with 
visible male chauvinism, has slowly started to realize the fact that the exclusion of women in 
participation in society and the inferiority of them will result in a decline for the social status of 
India, and consequently have a tremendous role in implications of the development for India 
(Mazumdar-Shaw 2012). Likewise, India should realize that no nation or society would be able to 
achieve development without the participation women, as they form half part of the society. If half 
part of society is immobile, this will simply result in decline of social status and economic growth. 
In the case of rural India, if gender discrimination were to be eliminated, women would have the 
possibility of delivering all the potentials and knowledge, which would improve the nation, and thus 
the development of the country. In this sense, the perception of women has a great affect on the 
development of India (Sivakumar 2008). In terms of their empowerment, there are challenges in 
measuring empowerment as the context of the situation differs in different societies. In rural India it 
is very common that women ask a male member of the family for permission in almost everything. 
This results in that their ability of making a choice is denied to them, and therefore women are 
passive in the making of important decisions. Men have the full control over women, which in fact 
means that these women do not have the power of their own lives and are therefore very 
disempowered. However there is another perspective to the issue. As previously indicated, women 
themselves see the domination by men as unjust and do not question the social order, therefore if 
one can question whether or not they are disempowered as the women accept their living 
conditions. Yet looking at the issue from a global context and bearing in mind the definition of 
empowerment by Kabeer, it is clear to notice that the women of rural India are truly disempowered. 
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7. Conclusion 
Rural India's patriarchal society is one of the biggest hindrances to women’s empowerment and 
their participation in the development process. The power structure in the society is constructed as 
placing women below men, women are perceived as secondary citizen and as an economical 
burden. As examined in the analysis, most of the women in rural India work in the agricultural 
sector, which may suggest that they are economically active, however, they are not empowered in a 
sense that they are left behind when making major decisions in the household and, as well as, in the 
fields. The perception of women as secondary citizens disempowers and discriminates them, which 
results in women seeing themselves through the lens of society's perception of them. This leads to 
symbolic violence as women unknowingly accept their status as secondary to men, consequently 
disempowering themselves. Since the essence of empowerment is to have power to make choices, it 
surfaced in the analysis that women do not have any freedom to make major choices; moreover, the 
few choices they do make are not always in favor of themselves. Since they see themselves as a 
secondary citizen, they make choices in favor of the dominant class, which results in 
disempowerment. 
 
According to the recent definition of development, there is greater focus on the human and cultural 
development rather than the traditional economic focus. Keeping this definition in mind, women in 
rural India are neither economically nor culturally participating in the development process. India is 
developing in a very fast pace but if women get empowered, it would develop further. As 
mentioned in the analysis, since women are half of the population, India cannot develop fully if the 
women are not empowered and are not participating in the development process. Therefore, after 
analyzing the data combined with the theories presented in the theoretical framework, it is safe to 
conclude that the hypothesis, which states that the perception of women in rural India disempowers 
them and hinders their participation in the development process, is confirmed.  
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8. Recommendations 
Education 
Education for women in India is very limited in terms of possibilities, circumstances and social 
relations. These factors have the outcome of women being unaware of their rights, which has a 
great role in women not being able to get empowered in society. Education is an imperative tool in 
regards of developing skills, impart knowledge, change the attitude and further, improve the self-
condition of women. In addition to this, education could provide employment opportunities outside 
agriculture and increase the income of women. Education is essential in the battle of gender 
discrimination and for the encouragement of women. It is worth mentioning, that educating the 
whole society, and not merely women, should be provided in order to devote equal rights for 
women in society.  
 
Employment 
Employment for women in India is a rare fact. By employing more women in the country, this 
could provide an improvement in the economic position for women and also give them importance 
and a greater role within their family relations and thereby an economic independence. Women in 
India are mostly dependent by the male members of the family, as fathers, brothers, husbands or 
sons, for their livelihood. Hereby, independence in terms of economical aspects is important for the 
empowerment of women. In addition to this, the economic independence of women in India could 
provide the country with economic growth.   
 
Empowerment 
Due to oppression of women in India, especially towards unemployed and uneducated women, rural 
Indian women fail to have self-confidence. This fact results in women lowering themselves in 
society and thus not being able to get empowered. In this sense, empowerment plays a crucial role 
in the perception towards women, as empowerment with the help of education, employment and 
laws will provide in accepting women equally in the patriarchal society. Furthermore, generally 
women do not have an influence in the decision making in society and even in their family. This 
power of women is denied, as the male members of society and the family makes the big decisions 
with no inclusion of women. Empowerment plays a crucial role in the perception towards women, 
as empowerment with the help of education, employment and laws will enable the acceptance of 
women equally in the patriarchal society.  
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9. After Thoughts  
While collecting the data, choosing the theories and concepts, researching and analyzing, many new 
perspectives were discovered, which is not incorporated in the project. One of the ideas would be to 
do a comparative study of the participation of women in the development process in rural and urban 
India, mainly for the reason that India is one of the fastest developing countries in the world and 
therefore this angle would be interesting.  
 
Due to lack of resources and time, it was not possible to travel to India and do the fieldwork, though 
it would add to the contents of the project. To understand the Indian society in depth in terms of 
symbolic violence, it would be beneficial to take the interviews of the men in the society and the 
people in the Khap Panchayat (Village authority). Also it would be useful to do some fieldwork by 
doing non-participating observation of the women in rural India and their daily lives. It would also 
allow the researchers to take the interviews themselves to be able to follow up questions to collect 
as much information as possible.  
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Appendix 
 
Appendix A: 
Maya Devi 
Location: Haryana, India 
Age: 44 Years old 
 
1. How educated are you? 
I am not educated. I never went to school. My family could not afford it. My brothers need more 
education than me. 
 
Why? 
-Because they are men and they take care of the family later. I was to get married and go to 
someone else’s house. I do not need education. 
 
2. At what age did you get married? Did you bring dowry with you? If yes, who used it and 
for what? 
I got married at 16. Yes, I brought some money with me and my husband’s family had asked for it. 
Around Rs. 55000 along with utensils and furniture. My husband’s family used the things for my 
sister-in laws wedding as dowry. 
 
3. What kind of work do you do? Do you work in the fields or only at home? 
I work in the fields as well as at home. I have a daughter who works at home mostly with me and 
also in the fields.  
 
4. If you work in the fields, do you get to make decisions of selling the crops or you ask your 
husband? 
No my husband sells it in the market and decides everything about it. I just work in the field with 
planting, cultivating etc. My husband gets the fertilizers as well and I use them. 
 
 
5. How involved are you in the decision making in your house? What kind of decisions do you 
make? 
I get to choose household materials such as food and clothing in the house. My husband and my 
father make big decisions in law. I ask for permission for every thing from them. I cannot go against 
them so they make the decisions. I will be a bad daughter in law if I make my own decisions 
without asking them. 
 
6. Why do you work? Are you forced to work because of poverty or do you work willingly? 
We are poor; we have only a small piece of land and no other work. My husband and I work day 
and night in that field to feed the big family we have. So yes I work because we are poor, if we were 
not this poor only my husband would work. Since we both work in the field, we are able to take 
care of the family and prepare dowry for my daughters. 
 
7. Do you get paid for you work? How much? And what do you do with the money? 
I work in my own field, so I do not get paid but the money that comes out of the crop we cultivate is 
for the family. We buy daily food and save money for some occasions as well but that happens only 
when we get enough and good cultivation. That is not always the case but still we are saving for our 
daughters’ dowry. 
 
8. Does your husband work? Since you work, do you think you're the head of the family? 
My husband works with me in the field. No, I cannot be the head of the family (laughs). My 
husband is there, why would I be the head of the family. Also my father in law is alive. He and my 
husband will always be the heads.  
 
9. Has your husband ever beaten/punished you? If yes, why? And does he punish you often? 
We have some arguments at home. When there is less cultivation, we get too many problems. I have 
to prepare food at any cost and since there is no money, I cannot make good food and this causes 
problems between my husband and me. He has slapped me once or twice because of that. Everyone 
in the family gets angry on me if I cannot feed them, this causes tension. Also when I try to explain 
that this happens only because of the poor cultivation and not me, they still blame me and punish 
me.  
Also before I got a son, I was hated by my family for not being able to give a son. I was beaten by 
my husband several times because of it. 
 
10. How many kids do you have? Answer if you have daughters, do you allow them to go to 
school? How long will you let them study? When are you planning on getting her married? Do 
you think she will also work in the fields? 
I have three daughters and a son. My third daughter goes to school, she is in grade 3. We are 
looking for a groom for my eldest daughter but since we have to prepare good amount of dowry, it 
is difficult. The other two daughters work with me in the field. Once I find a good husband for all 
my daughters, I will get them married. It is a big responsibility on me.  
We all are farmers since our ancestors’ times, I am sure all my daughters will end up working in the 
fields just like me. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix B: 
Aishwarya Madhavaraya, a researcher at Christ University Bangalore, collected this interview since 
one of the group members has a personal contact with her. 
Demographic Details: 
Name: Jayashree 
Age: 45 
Place: 
Originally: Chikka Kode, Karnataka                          
Current: Bangalore (for the past 18 months) 
Education: till 3rd std. Stopped education to add to family income. 
Parental Family: Father (died when she was 9), mother, two elder brothers and two younger 
brothers in a good position in various jobs. 
Brief background for the reader: 
At first sight, Jayashree comes across as a no nonsense woman with a toned muscled face and 
blemished hands. Short and athletic, as you hear her out, she speaks in a matter of fact tone of her 
oft repeated story; oft repeated to her urban employers. She says her life has had equal shares of up 
s and downs. She discontinued her studies at the age of ten, worked in the fields, cooked, looked 
after cattle and earned money to support her large family. She, her mother and eldest brother earned 
while the rest got educated. She got married at 12 where her sister-in-law, an urbanite never shared 
household works. So while she spent her teens tending her in – laws, husband, 12 sheep and their 12 
little ones, 3 cows  she also had to look after herself when she first matured. At 15, she gave birth to 
a girl. In three years time, she lost her mother in an accident and in a year’s time she walked out 
leaving her 4 year old behind. Thought many times later, she took a sneak peak from her granny’s 
house at her child growing; her contact with daughter was very limited. After undergoing severe 
depression for a year, with the help of medication, she steadied herself and went to her maternal 
home. That period was the up of her life. Her 4 brothers treated her like a princess. She never 
cooked. She was given the in charge of the house and she took care of buying groceries and 
managing the household finances. But later, the four brothers split (down of her life) and she felt 
like a burden. During this period of 20 years with brothers, she looked after all their children, 
worked sometimes as construction worker, or in the fields or travelled to all relatives’ houses (her 
statement: no other woman in India had, is having or will have this experience ). Meanwhile, her ex 
husband is married and has 4 children now. While searching a comfortable job, she found this job 
of maid who looks after a family comfortable. Though her brothers’ resisted as they want her to stay 
at home comfortably (in the attitude that she sacrificed herself when young for them) she convinced 
them and is now experiencing a new up in her life. 
 
1. How educated are you? 
Till 3rd standard in Kannada medium. 
 
2. At what age did you get married? Did you bring dowry with you? If yes, who used it 
and for what? 
Got married at the age of 12; marriage process (quite a complicated one, am writing the 
main part.): the guy and his family go from city to city searching for suitable young brides. 
When they choose, the marriage expenses are borne by the girl’s family. The girl’s family 
gives a lot of gold, vessels, sarees to the husband’s family. If possible, land. But as she did 
not have father, she could not take land with her.  
 
8. Does your husband work? Since you work, do you think you're the head of the family? (Not 
applicable, joint family) No. She is not the head of the house). 
 
9. Has your husband ever beaten/punished you? If yes, why? and does he punish you often? 
Yes. Her husband was sweet to her in the initial years of her marriage. When her mother passed 
away in an accident, the government paid compensation. The money (RS 50,00) was equally shared 
between 4 brothers and her. The husband wanted her to ask for more (with no logical basis). As she 
stood her ground, she was beaten and tortured everyday for a year. He also insulted her, spied on 
her during her work and blamed her. This is why she left her husband (and daughter invariably).   
 
10. How many kids do you have? Answer if you have daughters, do you allow them to go to 
school? How long will you let them study? When are you planning on getting her married? Do 
you think she will also work in the fields? 
I had one daughter whom I secretly watched her grow. My daughter has studied, she is pursuing a 
course in being a nurse. After she got her periods, I secretly gifted things which a mother gives – 
dress, bangles and one bag. She was 12 then. She started speaking to me boldly. I am very proud of 
her. She works in the field well. She does all the housework faster than me. Her marriage? They 
will get her husband. I hope I get to participate.  
3. What kind of work do you do? Do you work in the fields or only at home? 
 
4. If you work in the fields, do you get to make decisions of selling the crops or you ask your 
husband? 
 
5. How involved are you in the decision making in your house? 
 
6. Why do you work? Are you forced to work because of poverty or do you work willingly? 
 
7. Do you get paid for you work? How much? And what do you do with the money? 
The agricultural economy is such that we earn as a family to feed ourselves. Whatever we save is to 
enrich our farming business. In my husband’s house, though I worked, I gave the money to my 
husband. I never asked him anything. He bought me whatever I wanted in the few years of 
marriage. In my brother’s house, all of us give the money to the eldest brother. He is the main 
decision maker, though he listens to what I have to say. Each move and decision by each one of us 
is discussed and made.  
When I was small I had to work. Now I work because I want to keep myself occupied. I am paid 
5000 a month. I keep 1000 and give the rest to my brother.  
 
Her final statements: How’s the village story Aishu? Come to our side. Each woman has a story to 
tell.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix C: 
Name: Kaaveri 
Location: Haryana  
Age: 46 
 
1. How educated are you? 
I went to school until grade 6 and then dropped out because my mother got sick and I had to work at 
home.  I decided that I should let my brothers educate themselves and I take care of home, later 
when my mother got better. 
 
2. At what age did you get married? Did you bring dowry with you? If yes, who used it and 
for what? 
I got married when I was 14 years old. My father had two fertile lands and he gave one as a dowry 
to my in laws. We have been growing crops and using it for the family since then.  
 
3. What kind of work do you do? Do you work in the fields or only at home? 
Early in the morning I do the daily chores at home, cook for my family, send my children to school 
and after that I work in the fields with my husband. So, I work at home as well as the lands.  
 
4. If you work in the fields, do you get to make decisions of selling the crops or you ask your 
husband? 
I cannot read and write. I do not understand the system so it is my husband’s responsibility and also 
he is the one who makes the decisions.  I do the manual work. 
 
5. How involved are you in the decision making in your house? What kind of decisions do you 
make? 
I make small decisions related to household chores like food. Also it is my responsibility to 
discipline my children. So, I make those kinds of decisions. My husband makes other big decisions. 
He decides on my children’s education and will decide on their marriage too. I think he is the one 
who should do that because he understands better being the man in the family.  
 
 
6. Why do you work? Are you forced to work because of poverty or do you work willingly? 
Since my childhood, I have been working in the fields or at home. We are poor people, after a lot of 
work the whole day, we get little amount of food that we divide among us. So, yes I work because 
of poverty. I would not be allowed to work if we were not poor. Who allows their wives to work? 
Only the one who has no other way to earn money. 
 
7. Do you get paid for you work? How much? And what do you do with the money? 
My husband works in other people’s field so he gets paid for that. I work in our small land, so I do 
not get paid. We sell the little amount of crops that we get and the money is used on basic 
requirement of the family. We try to save some for my daughters’ dowry. I personally do not use 
any money on me. 
 
9. Does your husband work? Since you work, do you think you're the head of the family? 
As said before, my husband works in other people’s field as a labor and I work in our field mostly. I 
can never be the head of the family.  My husband makes all the decisions and he is the head of the 
family.  
 
10. Has your husband ever beaten/punished you? If yes, why? And does he punish you often? 
When my husband is frustrated he does hit me but that happens when I make mistakes. He works all 
day, it is my duty to serve him good food and take care of the house in a good way. Also the 
children are my responsibility. So, if the children do anything wrong he punishes me.  
 
11. How many kids do you have? Answer if you have daughters, do you allow them to go to 
school? How long will you let them study? When are you planning on getting her married? Do 
you think she will also work in the fields? 
I have 5 daughters and 1 son. Yes my daughters go to school. Four my daughters are around the age 
of 10 to 19, so once I get good marriage proposal for the eldest ones, I will marry them off. Right 
now my eldest daughter who is 19 got a very good marriage proposal from a family from another 
village. So, she has stopped going to school and we are preparing for her wedding.  The family has 
a lot of lands and they are better off than us. So she might or might not work in the fields. I hope 
she doesn’t because I do not want her to suffer like me.  
 
Appendix D: 
Name: G. Suchitra Rao 
Work Profile: Work in Social Sector on issues related to gender, specifically combating violence 
against women, issue related to children and child education. My engagements include field/ground 
interventions to legislative and policy reforms and advocacy.  
 
Number of years of experience in the field: 20yrs 
 
Questions for the social activists: 
1. Define empowerment? 
The process or strategy whereby socially or economically marginalized people or sections of 
society/community acquire knowledge about their rights and entitlements, skills to fight for and 
negotiate to exercise their rights and thereby be heard (voice) and be part of decision making 
processes impacting their individual and collective life.  
 
2. Do you think women’s participation in Agricultural field in rural India empowers them in 
any way? 
This is true to some extent only. Most women in rural areas, especially from the economically 
and socially weaker communities, participate in agricultural processes one way of the other. 
However they do not always have the freedom or liberty to do, say or live life they think fit. 
Socio-culturally determined gender norms and behavior dictate power relations within families 
and at work. Participation in agricultural field or work alone does lead to empowerment. If that 
was so more than 70% of women in India would be an empowered lot!   
 
3. Working women are high in rural India compared to urban India, does that mean women 
in Rural India are more empowered? 
Definitely not! As answered above, power relations in a patriarchal society is tilted towards men 
being in positions of power – as decision makers within homes and in public life. Mere 
participation in an economic activity is not a determinant of empowerment.   
4. Do the women in rural India enjoy their human rights? If no, then what kind of violation 
of human rights do they experience? 
Violation of human and women’s rights for women in rural India can be seen at 4 key levels: 
• Economic – no say in choice of work, victim of glaring wage disparity – women in India 
still continue to be paid less for the same work as done by men, sexual and other forms 
of exploitation at work place, no control over their earnings/income, no control over 
resources/assets by and large, no access to safe work environment etc 
Women working in agricultural sector, as their urban counterparts are denied leisure and 
recreation, doubly burdened with house hold chores and work in the fields. 
• Familial – violation starts at home as women are subjected to domestic violence at hands 
of husbands and in-laws, demand for dowry which is highly prevalent in rural India, 
harassment for male progeny as sons are seen as heir apparent in a patriarchal society 
and gate keepers to heaven! As girl child she is denied equal access to education and is 
expected to be trained in domestic chores while boys have access to leisure and 
recreation/sports. 
• Social – women in rural India still continue to be victims of a gender biased society. 
Child marriage is another form of heinous crime against women/girl child; reproductive 
rights are trampled as they have no power for decisions regarding conception, 
contraception and abortion. 
• Individual – no freedom of choice on major milestones in life such as education, 
marriage, career or work/employment, expression of sexuality etc, denied positions of 
power in local and other political governance  
 
5. What kinds of discriminations are faced by women in rural India? Are they objectified by 
the society? 
Answered in previous question. Yes women are often seen as objects and commodities that are 
the possession of men and families. A woman’s life revolves around that of her father, brother, 
husband and son, who control her in all ways.    
 
6. How do you measure empowerment? 
A woman is truly empowered when she is able to lead her life as per her decision and choices. 
She should be able to pursue a line of work she chooses and enjoy/control her earnings, assets, 
resources and not be dictated by her spouse or family. She is empowered when she is able to 
enjoy the liberty, and take decisions about her relations ships, in expressions of her sexuality, 
enjoy her time to recreation and leisure, pursue her passions and interests. This does not mean 
she cannot manage work and family. Above all, Empowerment means a woman is able to enjoy 
a position equal to that of a man as her rightful entitlement and not given to her as a concession.  
 
7. Do you think women benefit economically from their work in the agricultural sector? 
Yes, definitely. India has a huge rural women work force and they are significant contributors to 
the families’ economy.  
 
8. How much does the economic development of women affect their social relations? 
Economic development does have significant impact on women’s status. She enjoys a certain 
respect and status amongst family, peers and community. In both rural and urban India women 
headed household/single parent households have survived because of women being employed.  
 
9. What can be the solution to the problems faced by these women and how can they be 
empowered? 
Experience in gender issue over the last few decades has firmly established that education of 
both girls and boys at the formative age and process of socialization is imperative, to enable 
them free themselves from the confines of a patriarchal society and move towards a gender 
balanced one. Educating adolescents on mutual respect for and of each other and sharing of 
space in all spheres, individual, familial, work and public life would pave way for equality 
based relationship.  
Societal Attitudes towards women/girls need to be addressed and the process/practices should 
begin at home where both boys and girls are given equal opportunity to education as well as 
learning domestic skills.  
The state should implement and enforce legislations stringently to reduce gender based violence 
against women such as dowry harassment, domestic violence, child marriage, trafficking for 
various purposes including sexual exploitation, etc 
Media plays a significant and influential role in shaping attitudes and hence role of media in 
projection of women in a positive and empowering manner should be encouraged and condemn 
media abuse/exploitation of women – portrayal as mere objects of sexual desires or 
commodities. 
Above all more representation in local to state governance and polity that is based on 
capabilities and not mere tokenistic participation.  
 10. Do you think, society's perception and unequal treatment towards women has any 
influence on their empowerment? 
Definitely, this has been explained in the previous answers. Down the ages women have been 
told that they have to listen to men. The Kaap Panchayat in rural North Iindia is a classic 
example of how local community/society determines the status of women – a girl can be 
ostracized if she wears jeans or carries a mobile phone, she can be killed if she falls in love or 
chooses her husband, she can be fined if she allows herself to be gang raped!! Moral policing by 
self appointed pundits has placed restrictions on women and sometimes pulls the movement for 
women’s emancipation few steps backward!    
 
11. Do you think empowering women policies and projects/human rights should take in to 
consideration the patriarchal nature of the society? 
Addressing patriarchy is primary and basic to a discourse on women empowerment.  No policy 
or rights based intervention will succeed, without first addressing the deeply entrenched system 
of patriarchy as this determines gender roles and norms, behavior, attitudes and above all power 
relations, within homes and family and outside, which in turn impacts position of women and 
violence against women.    
 
